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PREFACE 


This is a brief introduction to a vast subject. Undoubtedly 
many readers will feel that important aspects have been ne- 
glected or treated too superficially, or they will think that the 
work of certain historians should have been referred to more 
extensively in the notes. However, in writing a book of this sort 
one inevitably has to sacrifice completeness to brevity and to 
the aim of presenting one’s arguments clearly and neatly. 
Moreover, the Thirty Years War is a particularly difficult 
subject to deal with, as each nation which took part in the war 
has its own distinct historiographical tradition of presenting 
and analysing the period from 1618 to 1648. In fact, if I have 
let myself be persuaded by the general editor of this series, 
Jeremy Black, to write this book, it is because I am convinced 
that we must, now more than ever, make an effort to bridge 
the gulf separating the different national traditions of scholar- 
ship in Europe. I hope that the following pages will make a 
modest contribution to achieving this objective. My own per- 
spective is, admittedly, that of a German historian, though, I 
hope, one not entirely unfamiliar with research and debates in 
other European countries and Great Britain in particular. In 
writing this book I have incurred many debts. I am particularly 
grateful to Simon Adams, Johannes Arndt, Heinz Duchhardt, 
Mia Rodriguez-Saldago, Georg Schmidt and Gregor 
Horstkemper for their advice, suggestions and criticism. 
Special thanks go to Angela Davies for transforming my at 
times perhaps somewhat Germanic style of writing in a lan- 
guage which is not originally my own into readable English. 


Westfalische Wilhelms-Universitat Munster 
Ronald G. Asch 
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INTRODUCTION 


A fifth bucket is the contemplation of Germany which is now 
become a Golgotha, a place of dead mens skuls; and an Aceldama, 
a field of blood. Some nations are chastised with the sword, others 
with famine, others with the man-destroying plague. But poor 
Germany hath been sorely whipped with all these three iron whips 
at the same time and that for above twenty yeers space. Oh let us 
make use of this bucket and draw out water and power it out 
before the Lord this day. 

Edmund Calamy, England’s Looking Glass, 1641.' 


In a century which has seen the death of millions of soldiers 
and civilians in two world wars, the horrors of warfare three 
and a half centuries ago may have lost some of their vividness. 
For many contemporaries, however, the war ravaging central 
Europe between 1618 and 1648 was a traumatic experience. 
Even men and women in countries not immediately affected 
by warfare looked with horror upon the slaughter and the po- 
litical and religious upheaval, as Edmund Calamy’s sermon 
quoted above and many other documents testify. In fact, as 
late as 1651 the divine John Durie circulated in Britain an 
English translation of a German tract which tried to prove that 
the events of the years 1618-48 were leading directly to the 
Final Judgement of the world which was predicted for 1655. In 
the opinion of the German author of the original pamphlet, 
the Silesian Protestant mystic Abraham von Frankenberg, the 
suppression of Protestantism in the Habsburg dominions, 
starting in the late 1590s, completed after 1620 and now 
confirmed by the Westphalian Peace, was a portent and pre- 
cursor of the imminent apocalyptic struggle between the 
forces of light and darkness.* Of course, even in the early 
seventeenth century, what was for some an essentially religious 
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conflict with eschatological dimensions was for others a strug- 
gle for political power in which the two principal contestants 
were the Spanish and Austrian Habsburgs on the one hand 
and the French Bourbons on the other, and in which religion 
was little more than a cloak for much more secular ambitions. 
Cardinal Richelieu, for example, the leading French states- 
man of the late 1620s and the 1630s, certainly saw Spanish 
policy in this light.? 

Like contemporaries, modern historians have disagreed about 
the causes and principal issues of the Thirty Years War. For some 
historians even the name Thirty Years War itself is a misnomer. 
Thus as recently as 1992 Nicola Sutherland stated that the 
‘Thirty Years War is a largely factitious conception which has nev- 
_ ertheless become an indestructable myth’. For her, the war is at 
best amere episode or phase in an almost interminable struggle 
between the Habsburgs and the French royal dynasty, the Valois, 
and their successors, the Bourbons. In her view this struggle 
went back ultimately to the 1490s if not, as one might argue, to 
1477, when the last Duke of Burgundy died without a male heir 
(his inheritance was claimed by both the Habsburgs and the 
Valois), and did not come to an end until 1715.4 

The significance of the dates 1618 and 1648 for the political 
history of Europe can indeed prima facie be impugned. 
Depending on one’s perspective, the Thirty Years War may 
seem to dissolve into a series of individual conflicts with differ- 
ent issues — with no real common denominator - and different 
participants, without any clear beginning or end. Thus France 
only became a full participant in the war in 1635, after earlier 
briefer and more limited interventions, and was to fight on 
against Spain until 1659, well beyond the Peace of Westphalia. 
Poland on the other hand fought Sweden, with several inter- 
missions of various length, from 1600 until 1629 and again 
during the years 1655-60. Thus for anumber of years the mili- 
tary contest between Sweden and Poland coincided with the 
Thirty Years War in which Sweden undoubtedly played a 
prominent part from 1630 onwards. 

The Swedish-Polish war is only one example of a number of 
conflicts which were to some extent connected with the events 
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in central Europe, but which cannot easily be integrated into 
the traditional framework of interpretation for which the term 
‘Thirty Years War’ stands. Must it therefore really be aban- 
doned as Nicola Sutherland suggests? This is hardly convinc- 
ing. It would be very difficult to prove, and Sutherland 
certainly does not manage to do so, that the elements of co- 
herence and continuity in the alleged more than 200 years of 
conflict between the Habsburgs and France are greater than 
those in the 30 years of warfare from 1618 to 1648. In fact 
there is less continuity between the great European wars of the 
1580s and 1590s and the Thirty Years War than is sometimes 
claimed (see below, pp. 34-6). Moreover, such attempts to 
discard well-established conventional terms of historiography 
are rarely successful because they tend to be indispensable in 
practice — a fact which is only thinly disguised by putting them 
into inverted commas. Finally, the expression “Thirty Years 
War’ is in fact a contemporary one commonly employed by 
authors who had already spoken of a ‘fifteen years war’ in 
1633 and a ‘twenty years war’ in 1638 (and so on). This has 
been conclusively demonstrated by Konrad Repgen in a 
number of articles unfortunately ignored by Sutherland.° 

In fact, there was one central issue justifying the contempo- 
rary judgement that the Thirty Years War was a contest with a 
definite beginning and a definite end and with a structure 
giving coherence to the various military campaigns, not just 
an amorphous and haphazard series of individual wars: the 
constitution of the Holy Roman Empire and - inseparable 
from this question — the balance of political and religious 
forces in central Europe. Of course, looking at the events of 
the early seventeenth century from the purely national per- 
spective of, for example, Portuguese or Polish or, more prob- 
lematically, even English or French history, the notion of the 
Thirty Years War as an interpretative framework may possibly 
be rejected as irrelevant. However, once this framework is ac- 
cepted, it can make sense only if events in the Empire are seen 
as the central issue, otherwise we are indeed left with a chaos 
of individual political and military conflicts. If, therefore, our 
analysis focuses again and again on the course of the war in 
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Germany, this is a necessary consequence of accepting the 
notion of a Thirty Years War as such. Here in the Holy Roman 
Empire the war did have a clear beginning and a clear end, al- 
though the frontlines of the contest determining the alle- 
giance of the individual states and princes were by no means 
the same in 1646 as in 1636 or in 1620. 

This, of course, is not to deny that the war, which early on 
had a second focus on the periphery of the Empire in the Low 
Countries, was increasingly internationalised from the later 
1620s onwards. What had started as a conflict in central 
Europe was in the end to engulf almost the entire European 
world, with repercussions as far away as the Iberian Peninsula, 
where Catalonia and Portugal rose against the King of Spain 
in 1640. In fact, the Thirty Years War was very much a 
European civil war as well as a contest between dynasties, 
princes and republics. As one of most important recent inter- 
pretations of the war, Johannes Burkhardt’s Der Draßigjährige 
Krieg, a brilliantly written and thought-provoking intellectual 
tour de force, has emphasised, the states of the early seventeenth 
century were by no means ‘closed’ political systems. The right 
and the capacity to wage war and to achieve political objectives 
by force of arms, in inter-state or domestic contests, was not 
yet the exclusive privilege of fully sovereign princes (or for 
that matter republics). 

In fact, the distinction between ‘states’ and ‘estates’, ‘Staaten’ 
and ‘Stände’, or ‘l'état’ and ‘les Etats’ was not yet as clearly 
drawn as it was to become later, in western Europe at least. The 
Estates and their assemblies or parliaments still claimed the 
right, on certain occasions, to act as more or less independent 
agents in European politics and to wage war, if necessary, on 
their own. In doing so the Dutch ‘States General’ were indeed 
singularly successful, becoming fully sovereign themselves in 
1648, and the German princes, the Estates of the Empire, also 
ultimately managed to frustrate all attempts by the Emperor to 
monopolise the right to wage war and to regulate and control 
diplomatic relations with other European powers. Strikingly less 
successful were the Estates of Bohemia, and the noble mag- 
nates, as well as the Protestant cities and noblemen, in France. 
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They were reduced to the status of mere subjects in a domesti- 
cally demilitarised state in the seventeenth century, either 
during the course of the war itself or in the decades following 
the Peace of Westphalia. The war was thus an important phase 
in the process of European state formation.° 

In 1618 this process, clearly distinguishing ‘states’ from 
‘estates’, was far from complete, which to a large extent ac- 
counts for the fact that there was a constant interaction 
between ‘international’ and domestic conflict between 1618 
and 1648. It would have been far less close had the coherence 
of the European monarchies been greater. The close linkage 
between inter-state and domestic conflicts was at least partly 
responsible not only for the outbreak of the war but also for its 
escalation and prolongation. In some cases domestic con- 
frontations caused or at least triggered war between European 
states — as in Bohemia in 1618. In other cases the pressure 
which the international power struggle exerted on state and 
society opened fissures in the political structure, and caused 
provincial rebellions or open civil war, as in France in the 
1620s and again from 1648 to 1653 during the Fronde, or in 
the Iberian peninsula in the early 1640s, or even, it could be 
argued, in neutral England at about the same time, as a 
belated response to the Stuart monarchy’s disastrous involve- 
ment in the war from 1625 to 1629. 

It needs to be emphasised that military finance was a crucial 
problem in this context. Only very few countries were able to 
finance their armies (and navies) either by pressing allies and 
occupied provinces into paying for them, like Sweden in the 
1630s and 1640s, or by actually raising the necessary taxes at 
home in a way which neither destroyed political consensus nor 
disrupted economic life, as the Dutch Republic did. In most 
other cases the costs of warfare were so staggering that they 
caused either bankruptcy or domestic rebellion or both, as in 
France and Spain, unless a ruler decided to delegate the 
business of waging war with all its financial risks to a more or 
less independent private military entrepreneur. This could, 
however, entail a dangerous loss of control over military 
operations, as the career of the imperial general Wallenstein 
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was to show. In any case, the problems of war finance, which 
will be analysed in greater depth in this survey (below, 
pp. 150-77), are an important key to the interaction between 
inter-state and domestic conflicts during the war. 

The other key is, of course, religion. Confessional tensions 
were a decisive factor linking internal and domestic disputes. 
This is obvious in the case of the Bohemian rising of 1618-19 
but also holds true for the later stages of the war. At no stage 
was the Thirty Years War an exclusively religious contest, 
though there were phases when the confessional issue became 
more or less dominant, at least in the Empire (for example, 
during the late 1620s and early 1630s). Nevertheless, large sec- 
tions of the political and social elites in the various European 
countries perceived the war as a confessional struggle — as 
probably did many humbler men and women who had to foot 
the bill in the form of higher taxes, or as victims of plunder, 
epidemics and military atrocities as well. 

This was important because the war which had erupted in 
1618 with serious implications for the religious balance of 
power in the Empire tended to undermine the stability of reli- 
gious peace in other European countries where different con- 
fessional groups were competing for power or just fighting for 
survival too. Issues which had seemingly been settled by com- 
promise in the preceding years or decades were reopened. 
Thus in France the Catholic extremists, the devots, could hope 
that the Catholic advance in the Empire would at least indi- 
rectly strengthen their own position and enable them to undo 
the French religious settlement of 1598, the Edict of Nantes, 
with its concession of toleration to Protestants. The total 
victory which had rather narrowly escaped the pro-Spanish 
dévots in the 1590s now once more seemed within reach. The 
French Protestants themselves were understandably worried 
by this prospect, and their decision to defend their privileges 
by force of arms, ultimately taking recourse to foreign (in par- 
ticular, English) support, must be seen in the context of a 
European political scenario which was apparently becoming 
bleaker and bleaker for Protestants nearly everywhere. 
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Moreover, and not just in France, foreign policy decisions, 
even if it was only the decision to stay neutral, had implica- 
tions for the confessional identity of the countries concerned. 
Could a French kingdom which was allied with Protestant 
princes, as it was in the 1630s and 1640s, be a truly Catholic 
country? Or could an English king who preferred to stay 
neutral in the great European war after 1630 be a truly 
Protestant monarch governing a truly Protestant kingdom? 
These were explosive questions linking domestic tensions to 
the conflict between the European states. 


The competition for power and, ultimately, sovereignty 
between princes and Estates, religious tensions, and the social 
and political issues raised by the enormous costs of warfare 
were structural problems which were permanent features of 
the entire war. Nevertheless, no exclusively or, indeed, primar- 
ily structural approach can do justice to the complicated 
process of political decision-making which must be under- 
stood if the war itself is not to become incomprehensible. 
Without giving undue prominence to high politics, it must be 
stressed that ultimately the history of political ‘events’ cannot 
be reduced to structural history. Events such as the outbreak 
of the war in 1618 or the imperial decision to ratify the Edict 
of Restitution in 1629 cannot be deduced with a sufficient 
degree of certainty from structural models, while the Thirty 
Years War is itself the best example of a political ‘event’ which 
profoundly changed political and social structures, and 
perhaps even collective mentalities (though this is a field as 
yet largely unexplored). 

On the other hand, this survey does not and, indeed, 
cannot aim to provide the reader with a comprehensive and 
detailed history of the entire war. Rather, it will concentrate 
on the long-term preconditions for the outbreak of hostilities 
and on four key dates. The war will be analysed looking 
forward — and backward - from these key dates. Two of them 
are, of course, 1618 and 1648, the beginning and the end of 
the war; the two others are 1629 and 1635. 
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Both 1629 and 1635 were turning points in the war, when a 
final settlement of the conflict, at least within the Empire, 
seemed possible — in 1629 a settlement imposed by the 
Emperor on his opponents, and in 1635 a compromise 
between the Emperor and the Catholic princes on the one 
hand and the moderate Lutheran Protestants of eastern and 
northern Germany on the other. In both cases attempts to 
reach a settlement failed, and in both cases the subsequent 
years witnessed a continuing escalation of warfare as well as a 
further ‘internationalisation’ of the conflict in the Empire. 

With the Edict of Restitution passed in 1629 the militant 
Counter-Reformation in the Empire reached its climax. Six 
years later, in 1635, the Peace of Prague, though failing to end 
the war, at least defused a number of the confessional issues. 
During the last phase of the conflict these played a less promi- 
nent role than before, not least because France’s co-operation 
with Sweden and a minority of Germany’s Protestant princes 
put paid to any attempts to interpret the war in exclusively 
religious terms, even for propaganda purposes. Nevertheless, 
under the surface of a contest between two multi- or bi- 
confessional alliances — after 1635 many Lutheran princes and 
Estates actively supported the Emperor for a number of years 
— the confessional issues which had figured so prominently in 
the earlier phases of the war simmered on. In fact they were to 
re-emerge during the peace conference at Osnabruck in the 
late 1640s. Thus in this as in many other areas, there was an 
underlying continuity of problems and issues throughout the 
entire length of the war. They were not resolved until the 
Peace of Westphalia was signed in 1648. Though failing to 
achieve a lasting settlement for Europe, it managed to a sur- 
prisingly large degree to bring internal peace to the Holy 
Roman Empire. 


l 


IHE ORIGINS OF THE 
CONFLICT 


Religion, Law and Politics in the Holy Roman Empire 


With the benefit of hindsight it is easy to consider the out- 
break of the Thirty Years War in 1618 as inevitable. Indeed, as 
we Shall see, there was no lack of combustible material in the 
Holy Roman Empire before 1618. However, the Empire had 
successfully avoided the disasters of religious war in the later 
sixteenth century. France, so often depicted as the paradigm 
of the successful modern state, was rent by an almost inter- 
minable series of wars and feuds motivated by aristocratic ri- 
valries and political and social tensions as much as by the 
hatred between Catholics and Huguenots from the 1560s to 
the 1590s, whereas the seemingly much more old-fashioned 
political commonwealth of the Holy Roman Empire had 
managed to defuse the religious tensions of the post- 
Reformation years. The Religious Peace of Augsburg (1555), 
one of the fundamental laws of the Empire, had officially 
recognised Protestantism as defined by the Confessio Augustana 
(1530) as one of the two religions which could legally be 
practised in Germany, the other being, of course, Roman 
Catholicism.’ The principle of religious toleration was thus 
officially established. 

Of course, toleration as defined by the Peace of Augsburg 
was not the same as the freedom of conscience and worship 
that modern constitutional charters grant to individual 
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citizens. Essentially it was the princes and Estates of the 
Empire who benefited from toleration, not their subjects. 
These had to accept the religious decisions and predilections 
of their rulers. To choose one of the two confessions permit- 
ted in the Empire for themselves and their subjects was, 
indeed, one of the main prerogatives of the princes after 1555. 
Later, at the end of the sixteenth century, Protestant lawyers 
coined the phrase cuius regio, eius religio. he who rules a terri- 
tory is entitled to dictate its religion. This phrase only summed 
up what the jurisdiction of the Chamber Court of the Empire 
(Reichskammergericht) had identified as the core of the 
agreement reached in Augsburg during the years after 1555, 
namely that the ius refomandi, the right to reform the Church, 
was essentially a prerogative of the princes and rulers of the 
Empire like any other regalian right. Those who had signed 
the Peace of Augsburg, however, did not yet see this principle 
as the essence of the settlement as clearly as the lawyers inter- 
preting the peace later were to do; for they had not yet given 
up the hope of re-establishing some sort of religious unity. 

As it was, after 1555 the inhabitants of the various principali- 
ties had the choice of accepting the ruler’s confessional deci- 
sion or emigrating. Only in some of the free cities of the 
Empire (the Reichsstddte) was genuine toleration with equal 
rights for both churches established, at least in theory. 
Elsewhere the ius emigrandi, the right to leave towns and vil- 
lages where one could not practise one’s own religion freely, 
was, at least legally, guaranteed to every person in the Holy 
Roman Empire down to the humblest peasant by the peace of 
1555. In normal legal practice, however, being forced to leave 
one’s country was one of the severest punishments a court of 
law could impose. The ius emigrandi was, therefore, a privilege 
of dubious character and the majority of Protestant legal 
scholars did, in fact, argue that somebody who had the right to 
emigrate should a fortiori be allowed to stay in his country, as 
the benefits of the Peace of Augsburg could hardly be meant 
as a punishment.” 

Whatever its imperfections — and there were many — the 
Peace of Augsburg spared Germany the fate of France in the 
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later sixteenth century. This is in many ways quite surprising, 
for most of the various Estates of the Empire - the secular and 
ecclesiastical princes, the counts of the Empire (Reichsgrafen), 
even the free and imperial cities, and, though to a markedly 
lesser extent, the knights of the Empire (Reichsritter) — had the 
means to pursue whatever legal and political claims they had 
by force of arms. Although the Ewige Landfriede (Perpetual 
Peace) of 1495 had declared such feuds illegal, it is remark- 
able that open warfare of this sort was indeed a comparatively 
rare event after 1555, and remained limited in extent when it 
did occur. Princes and other rulers had become accustomed 
to settling their conflicts by litigation in the courts of law of 
the Empire, the Reichskammergericht in Speyer and the 
Reichshofrat (Imperial Aulic Council) at the imperial resi- 
dence in Prague and later in Vienna. 

It could, of course, be argued that the settlement of 1555 
did not really solve the religious and political conflicts under- 
mining the stability of the Empire. In the last resort both sides, 
Protestants and Catholics, remained convinced that their own 
religion was the only true one, and that the concessions made 
to the other side were no more than a temporary expedient. 
On the one hand, Catholics considered the toleration granted 
to Protestants as at best an irregularity, and at worst as ab- 
solutely incompatible with canon law and the principles of the 
Catholic faith. Protestants, on the other hand, were still 
confident in 1555 and for many years longer that the Peace of 
Augsburg had opened the way for a further erosion of the 
Catholic position, already much weakened. To some extent 
the less than sincere compromise of 1555 can be compared 
with the fudged religious settlement in Elizabethan England 
after 1558. In both cases a great many questions were left un- 
resolved, and while the generation born during the years of 
the Reformation managed to achieve relative confessional 
peace, the conflicts which they had successfully set aside 
returned to plague their descendants in the seventeenth 
century. 

What were the principal problems of the settlement 
achieved in 1555 in Germany? The attempt to confine 
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religious conflicts to the level of internal territorial affairs 
could only work if the domestic disputes of individual territo- 
ries could be clearly separated from the political problems of 
the Empire. If this was difficult for the secular principalities, it 
was all but impossible for the ecclesiastical ones, where secular 
authority was exercised by bishops and prelates. (As experi- 
ence was to show, it was equally impossible for the hereditary 
lands ruled by the imperial dynasty.) Did ecclesiastical rulers 
enjoy the same same tus reformandi as the secular princes? 
What was to happen if a prince-bishop decided to embrace 
Protestantism? These were crucial questions for the political 
future of the Empire. Not only did ecclesiastical princes rule 
vast territories, in particular along the Rhine and in Franconia 
but also in parts of northern Germany, they also had about 
half, if not more, of the votes in the second of the three coun- 
cils (or curiae) of the Diet of the Empire (Reichstag), the 
Council of Princes (Furstenrat). Moreover, three of the seven 
electors of the Empire were ecclesiastical dignitaries (the 
Archbishops of Mainz, Cologne and Trier). However, a special 
clause, the reservatum ecclesiasticum, had been added without 
the consent of the Protestant Estates to the resolution of the 
Diet of 1555 which established the Religious Peace. This 
clause required ecclesiastical princes who converted to 
Protestantism to resign all their offices and benefices, thus en- 
suring the survival of the various episcopal territories as 
Catholic ecclesiastical principalities. 

The Protestants never really accepted the validity of the reser- 
vatum ecclesiasticum. In practice a number of prince-bishops 
did convert to Protestantism, or at least cathedral chapters 
elected Protestants as prince-bishops when a vacancy oc- 
curred. In particular, in northern and eastern Germany quite 
a few ecclesiastical territories were thus gradually secularised, 
for example the important Archbishopric of Magdeburg. The 
Catholics considered these secularisations illegal and in a 
number of cases they were able to maintain their position. If 
necessary they resorted to force, as in Cologne where the 
Archbishop, who had become a Protestant, was driven into 
exile and eventually forced to resign after an intervention by 


12 


The Origins of the Conflict 


Spanish and Bavarian troops in the 1580s. Thus the guiding 
principle of the Peace of Augsburg, the religious autonomy of 
every prince, nobleman or corporation who was the 
Emperor’s immediate subject and owed obedience to no other 
lord, could never be applied consistently because it was in 
many ways incompatible with the special character of the ec- 
clesiastical territories. This incompatibility was underlined not 
only by the reservatum ecclesiasticum but also by a special conces- 
sion which Ferdinand I had made to the Protestants in 1555. 
In a declaration, whose legal validity was, however, uncertain, 
he had granted the noblemen and cities under the rule of ec- 
clesiastical princes the right to remain Protestants if they had 
been so before 1555 (declaratio Ferdinandea). 

The status of ecclesiastical possessions within the Protestant 
principalities was also a problem. Did the princes’ zus refor- 
mandi include the right to confiscate or otherwise secularise 
the estates and goods of monasteries and other ecclesiastical 
corporations which were normally dissolved once the separa- 
tion from Rome had taken place? If Catholics were prepared 
to accept such measures at all, then it was only if they had 
taken place before 1555, or rather 1552 when the preliminary 
treaty on which the peace of 1555 was based had been signed 
(Treaty of Passau).” But of course the confesssional status of 
many territories and their rulers had been unclear in the 
1550s and was only subsequently clarified. Conflicts were thus 
unavoidable. 

Both sides appealed to the law courts of the Empire to 
resolve these conflicts, but with the passage of years the judge- 
ments of these courts became more and more a cause of con- 
troversy and were rejected by many princes and Estates. In 
Protestant eyes both the Imperial Aulic Council — under the 
control of the Emperor — and the Chamber Court in Speyer, 
where the judges apart from the presiding chief justice were 
appointed by the Estates or Circles of the Empire, favoured 
the Catholics in their decisions. In Speyer, not to mention 
Prague, the seat of the Aulic Council, the Catholics were over- 
represented among the judges. Admittedly, the settlement of 
1555 provided for an equal number of Protestants and 
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Catholics to take part in the deliberations and decisions of the 
Chamber Court (but not of the Aulic Council) concerning re- 
ligious questions.* However, even the Protestant lawyers 
serving in Speyer were often inclined to favour a cautious, 
conservative interpretation of the Peace of Augsburg which 
was difficult to accept for those Protestants who saw the 
Reformation in Germany as something still to be completed. 

Among the latter the followers of the Reformed confession, 
the Calvinists, played a prominent role. Their status was com- 
plicated enough anyhow. Officially the Confessio Augustana of 
1530 was the only legal Protestant creed in the Empire. Unless 
they could demonstrate that their faith was compatible with 
the Confessio, the Reformed Protestants, who looked to Zurich 
and Geneva for theological guidance, were in purely legal 
terms outlaws. In practice, however, the Calvinists claimed that 
they were as much adherents of the Confessio Augustana as the 
Lutherans, and thus entitled to enjoy the protection of the 
peace of 1555. They got away with this, partly because some of 
the most prominent Lutheran theologians, in particular 
Melanchthon, had indeed favoured an interpretation of the 
1530 confession of faith which was not too far removed from 
the tenets of the more moderate Reformed Protestants. Even 
more important was the fact that most Lutheran princes were 
reluctant to call the bluff of Reformed rulers such as the 
Elector Palatine in the years after 1555. They were far too valu- 
able as allies, for the time being at least. 

However, tensions between Reformed Protestants, by now 
mostly Calvinists, and Lutherans grew when in the late 1570s 
strict Lutheran theologians drew up the Formula of Concord 
(1577-78), a rigidly anti-Calvinist confession of faith, which 
made compromise between the two principal groups in 
German Protestantism impossible once and for all.’ Not all 
Lutheran princes and independent cities signed the Formula 
Concordiae but in the years before the outbreak of the Thirty 
Years War theologians in some Lutheran regions, such as 
Saxony, for example, considered the Calvinists worse enemies 
than the Catholics. On the other hand, the comparative isola- 
tion of the Calvinists only encouraged a relentless political 
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activism in the years before 1618 and a search for allies outside 
Germany, in the Netherlands, in England or among the 
French Huguenots. 

Thus the mere existence of Reformed Protestants in the 
Empire, something which was unforeseen or ignored in 1555, 
helped to undermine the stability of the constitutional 
arrangements agreed in Augsburg. Initially not many princes 
embraced Calvinism, but the conversion of the Elector of 
Brandenburg to the Reformed faith in 1613 meant that two 
of the prince electors were Calvinists. In addition to the 
Hohenzollern Prince of Brandenburg and the Elector Palatine, 
the Landgrave of Hesse-Kassel and a number of counts also 
favoured the Reformed faith. Some of these counts, in particu- 
lar those who held territories in the area around Frankfurt 
(Wetterau), had supported the Dutch revolt against Spain in 
the later sixteenth century or even, like the counts of Nassau, 
taken a leading part in it. 

The emergence of Reformed Protestantism as a separate 
church in the later sixteenth century was in itself a sign that 
the frontlines between the various religious groups had 
become more clearly defined. For the 1550s, when the Peace 
of Augsburg was signed, it could still be argued that the adher- 
ents of the old faith were united more by their loyalty to Rome 
and their determination to be faithful to the traditions of me- 
dieval piety than by any positive programme. It was the 
Council of Trent, completed in 1563, which provided them 
with such a programme. However, even then it was a long time 
before this programme was implemented and before a 
Catholic reform of the manifold abuses which had crept in 
during the later Middle Ages — or of what were now seen as 
abuses — prepared the ground for an active Counter- 
Reformation directed against Protestantism in all its forms. 
Catholic reform was certainly more than a mere reaction to 
the threat of Protestantism, but at the same time repressive 
measures against Protestants — the Counter-Reformation in 
the strict sense of the word — were seen by nearly all Catholic 
reformers as a necessary complement to the spiritual and ad- 
ministrative renewal of the Roman Church.’ 
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When the Peace of Augsburg was passed, there was still 
something like a middle ground between the confessions, in 
spite of all the theologians railing at the heresies and abomi- 
nations of their opponents. At least in some regions of 
Germany — along the lower Rhine, for example, and in many 
ecclesiastical principalities where the ruling princes were 
either unwilling or unable to enforce strictly one of the reli- 
gious options available — confessional development remained 
in a sort of limbo. Religious practice, probably more than 
official theological doctrine, remained linked to some extent 
to an older pre-confessional piety. In fact, the peace still antic- 
ipated the eventual re-unification of the Church by a general 
council, or within the Empire by political negotiations, 
though not in the immediate future.’ This may have been just 
a token commitment in 1555 and hardly realistic even then, 
but 30 years later it was a mere pipe-dream. In 1555 it was 
probably still possible for a sincerely religious man or woman 
to avoid a final and irrevocable commitment to one of the 
contending religious movements and churches. Indeed, the 
prince who ruled the Empire from 1564 to 1576, Maximilian 
II, provides a good example of such an ambivalent attitude,” 
and during this period it was not yet uncommon for 
Protestant councillors to serve Catholic princes or, perhaps 
more rarely, for adherents of the old faith to act as officehold- 
ers for Protestant rulers. 

Gradually, however, the competing churches defined their 
positions ever more precisely and, what is even more import- 
ant, they adapted to the challenge of permanent confessional 
conflict. The division of Christianity had to be accepted as a 
reality for the immediate future; theologians now became spe- 
cialists in the permanent intellectual warfare which this divi- 
sion made inevitable. They made it their principal task - in 
Lutheran orthodoxy as much as in Counter-Reformation the- 
ology, not to mention Calvinism - to define the tenets of their 
own confessional community as clearly as possible and to dis- 
tinguish them from those of their rivals. In line with theologi- 
cal doctrine, specific religious practices which had already 
developed before the 1550s became entrenched, giving each 


16 


The Origins of the Conflict 


confession its special culture and mentality. The different 
forms of celebrating the eucharist for example, the cult of 
saints and of the Virgin Mary in Catholicism, or a specific tra- 
dition of sacred music in Lutheranism were all features distin- 
guishing the various confessions. 

The growing rigidity of confessional structures and of 
religious attitudes, which crystallised into fixed mentalities, 
was part of a wider process of ‘confessionalisation’ 
(Konfessionalisierung), a term prominent in recent German 
research. It refers to the influence of confessional structures 
and conflicts on all spheres of life — education, culture, pol- 
itics and constitutional law — and also implies that the 
intensification of government activity in the territories was 
closely connected with the imposition of a uniform faith by 


secular authorities.!° 


Confessionalisation as such may not have made the co- 
existence of different religious communities in the Empire im- 
possible. But religious controversies were deeply interwoven 
with political conflicts. Not the least of these conflicts were 
those which arose from debates about the Emperor’s constitu- 
tional position. To work properly the settlement of 1555 would 
have required, ideally at least, a neutral authority supervising 
its implementation. But the Emperor, the highest authority in 
the Reich, was far from neutral. If Maximilian II still had some 
sympathy for Protestantism, his succcessor Rudolf II 
(1576-1612) gave his support, though perhaps somewhat re- 
luctanctly, to the Counter-Reformation, at least during the 
later phases of his reign and in his own hereditary lands which 
he governed as King of Bohemia and Archduke of Austria. 
Although his personal religious tastes were rather unorthodox 
— given a choice he preferred experiments in alchemy to the 
celebration of mass during his later years — he saw no reason 
to grant his subjects the freedom to choose from as wide a 
range of religious options as he himself did.!! But could a 
monarch bent on suppressing Protestantism in his own king- 
doms and principalities rule an Empire which was de iure 
bi-confessional and de facto tri-confessional? 
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The extent of the Emperor’s powers had never been 
exactly defined, all attempts by the princes of the Empire to 
do so notwithstanding. Now under the conditions of perma- 
nent religious conflict, the debate on the Emperor’s constitu- 
tional position was inevitably linked with the confessional 
issues. Naturally enough, the Catholics were inclined to stress 
the Emperor’s personal authority. They declared his inter- 
pretation of the imperial statutes and of the peace of 1555 
authentic and binding, although they were rarely friends of 
imperial ‘absolutism’ as such — in any case an anachronistic 
term for this period of German history. The majority of the 
Catholic princes were ecclesiastical rulers who had a long tra- 
dition of looking to the Emperor for protection; the only 
major secular Catholic rulers apart from the members of the 
House of Habsburg were the Duke of Bavaria, the Duke of 
Lorraine (whose status as a member of the Empire was un- 
certain) and the Duke of Jülich, Cleves and Berg. The heads 
of the latter dynasty were Catholics but neither able — the last 
two dukes before the extinction of the male line of the ducal 
dynasty in 1609 were mentally incapitated for most of their 
adult life — nor truly willing to ban Protestantism in their 
dominions. 

It would, however, be a mistake to assume that the 
Protestant princes and their legal advisers simply rejected the 
Emperor’s authority. The Lutherans, at least, were firmly com- 
mitted not only to the Empire and its institutions, such as the 
Reichstag, but also to the Emperor as their liege lord and as 
the symbol of the Empire’s unity.!? By no means all Lutheran 
princes went as far as Landgrave Ludwig of Hesse-Darmstadt, 
one of the Emperor’s most loyal supporters, who as late as 
1625 admonished his sons in his will never, under any circum- 
stances, to take up arms against the Emperor or the House of 
Austria but to respect the Emperor all their lives as their 
natural ruler and highest lord (‘ordentliche Obrigkeit unnd 
daß höchste Oberhaubt’).!'” None the less, had they been 
accused before 1618 of undermining the Emperor’s authority, 
most of them would have sincerely and indignantly rejected 
any such insinuation. 
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But how could this loyalty to a Catholic Emperor be com- 
bined with a defence of those rights which Protestants — 
Lutherans as well as Calvinists — considered essential for their 
political survival? It was this question which forced Protestant 
political theorists and lawyers to reflect more deeply on the 
nature of political authority and on the constitution of 
the Empire. When the institutions which had so far made the 
peaceful settlement of conflicts possible, the Chamber Court 
as well as the Diet of the Empire, gradually disintegrated or 
lost their efficiency from the 1590s onwards, the search for 
theoretical solutions to these serious questions became even 
more urgent. Furthermore, German legal scholars found 
provocative the accounts which political theorists in western 
Europe gave of the Empire’s constitution. In Jean Bodin’s 
opinion, for example, the Empire was a mere aristocracy not a 
monarchy, while other theorists outside Germany even saw the 
princes as the real sovereigns and the Empire as a mere al- 
liance of virtually independent rulers. But if Germany was not 
a true monarchy, it could hardly be the successor of the 
ancient Roman Empire, the last of the four universal monar- 
chies prophesied by Daniel in the Old Testament. The status 
of the Holy Roman Empire as the most eminent of the 
European monarchies was therefore in danger.'* 

In the heated discussion of the constitution of the Empire 
which got underway around the turn of the century, most the- 
orists therefore continued to affirm the character of the 
Empire as a monarchy, although they also tended to stress 
the limitations to which the Emperor’s power was subjected; in 
the final resort they saw the constitution of the Empire as a 
mixture between aristocracy and monarchy. Those who re- 
jected this interpretation of the existing political structure as a 
mixed constitution and emphasised the exclusively monarchi- 
cal character of authority in the Empire, like the Lutheran 
scholar Theodor Reinking, could still defend the princes’ in- 
herited privileges by allowing for a right of resistance against 
acts of tyranny. According to Reinking, everyone who exer- 
cised political authority — even if subject to an overlord - 
possessed this inalienable right of resistance.!” By confirming 
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the nature of the Empire as a genuine monarchy while at the 
same time appealing to a theory of a mixed constitution or a 
natural right of resistance, legal theorists were able to present 
the Empire as a true state, not too different from the great 
monarchies of western Europe, without denying the privileges 
and autonomy of the princes of the Empire. 

It needs to the stressed that the new science of tus publicum 
(public law) which formed the framework for these theories of 
government, was more the work of Protestant legal scholars 
than of Catholics during the two or three decades preceding 
the outbreak of the war.!® Catholics were inclined to appeal to 
the personal authority of the Emperor whom they knew to 
support their case. Lutherans, while underlining their loyalty 
to the Emperor, nevertheless tended to distinguish between 
the Emperor as a person and the maiestas (sovereignty) of the 
Empire as a body politic founded on law, custom, privileges 
and statutes. At a time when their position was clearly under 
threat, the rule of law was more attractive than ever as an ideal 
to Protestants, or at least to those among them, the Lutherans, 
who could expect to be protected by the existing legal struc- 
tures. Politically now increasingly weaker than their oppo- 
nents, the Lutherans felt that the security which the statutes 
and fundamental constitutions of the Empire offered were the 
best they could hope for. 

These new political theories and legal concepts must be 
seen in a wider context. As a number of historians have 
pointed out, their emergence was part of a process which 
had been under way since the later sixteenth century, and 
by which political conflict and political thought were 
‘juridified’.!’ The new language of public law seemed to offer 
a chance to find an idiom which both sides, Catholics as well 
as Protestants, could use, whereas the various theological con- 
cepts had become so incompatible that they seemed to rule 
out any sort of meaningful communication between the con- 
fessions. Even though the jurisdictional structure of the 
Empire ceased to function effectively after the 1590s, the rule 
of law still seemed to offer the best opportunity to overcome 
the political impasse in the Empire. The ‘juridification’ of 
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political thought and politics itself was certainly not a phe- 
nomenon unique to Germany during this period. The role 
which the common law played in England as the dominant 
idiom of politics between 1600 and 1640 offers an obvious par- 
allel.’° But in Germany, the legal concepts developed before 
1618 and during the Thirty Years War itself to master the polit- 
ical crisis were to remain influential in the later seventeenth 
century and beyond. Political debate in the Empire, probably 
more than in most other European countries, continued to be 
conducted in the language of law, in the sense of a specifically 
German tus publicum, even in the later seventeenth and in the 
eighteenth centuries. 

Of course, as far as the situation before 1618 was con- 
cerned, the juridification of the religious and political 
conflicts in the Empire was deeply ambivalent. On the one 
hand, after theological communication had largely broken 
down Protestant and Catholics now had a common language 
again. On the other hand, legal concepts were as least as much 
a weapon to be used in a ‘cold’ war, as a means of communica- 
tion.!” As both sides articulated their claims in ever more 
inflexible terms, informal compromise became increasingly 
impossible. In fact, when open war broke out it was very much 
a war about the interpretation of law. None of the warring 
parties within Germany consistently denied the validity of the 
existing statutes and fundamental constitutions of the Empire, 
especially the Peace of Augsburg, or really tried to abrogate 
them as such, whatever the mental reservations of the 
Catholics in particular may have been in theory. What was at 
stake between 1618 and 1648 was their interpretation.” 


Of course, the religious conflict between Catholics, Lutherans 
and Calvinists in its various theological, legal and politial 
forms was not the only cause of the breakdown of the 
Empire’s constitution before 1618 and thus of the war. The re- 
ligious question can, however, be considered the focus of all 
other issues, be it the dispute about the authority of the 
Emperor or the purely dynastic rivalries between the various 
territorial princes, which often went back to pre-Reformation 
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times. The religious antagonism created political options 
which would not have existed otherwise. To pursue a radical 
confessional policy was made worthwhile, or could seem to be 
so, in particular for those princes who were, for various 
reasons, dissatisfied with the status quo in the Empire and the 
position and authority assigned to them within the existing 
political framework. Both the Palatinate and Bavaria offer 
examples of such a policy.*! 

The Duke of Bavaria was potentially one of the most power- 
ful rulers in the Empire and one of the few who could count 
on a regular surplus in his duchy’s budget before 1618, but in 
southern Germany, a region which he could normally hope to 
dominate, his position was overshadowed by the Habsburgs. 
They held both the imperial crown and vast territorial posses- 
sions to the east and south of Bavaria and in south-western 
Germany (in Upper Swabia, the Breisgau and Alsace). Not 
only were the Habsburg neighbours too close for comfort, but 
Bavaria’s status in the Imperial Diet was also unsatisfactory. 
Bavaria did not belong to the exclusive circle of prince elec- 
tors, and thus remained a second-rate power according to the 
offical hierarchical order. However, if Maximilian of Bavaria 
(1598-1651) could manage, by taking a radical Catholic 
stance, to become the spokesman for all those, mostly ecclesi- 
astical, Catholic princes who either felt threatened by their 
Protestant neighbours or were inclined to call for a Catholic 
‘roll-back’, his influence would greatly increase. As head of a 
Catholic alliance Maximilian could become the Emperor's 
most important and virtually indispensable partner, and 
perhaps even be able to dictate his policies, as he in fact 
largely succeeded in doing after 1618.” 

The case of the Electorate of the Palatinate was different, 
but again a radical confessional policy could look like the best 
option. In the fifteenth century the Elector Palatine had been 
one of the most powerful German princes, thanks not only to 
his control of key positions along the river Rhine but also to 
his extensive network of clients in the Palatinate region 
outside the borders of the electoral principality itself. Most 
of the smaller — generally ecclesiastical — princes and lesser 
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noblemen along the lower course of the Neckar and west of 
the Rhine between Strassburg and Mainz had been the 
Elector’s clients, attending his court or taking a seat in his 
council and supporting him in war. During the sixteenth 
century, however, this network had largely fallen apart, partly 
for confessional reasons (Catholic princes and noblemen were 
not prepared to live under the protection and tutelage of a 
Protestant ruler), and partly because the institutions of the 
Empire — strengthened in 1495 and at the beginning of the 
sixteenth century — offered the smaller Estates of the Empire 
(Reichsstände) a greater chance to maintain their independ- 
ence.”° However, if the Elector Palatine were to form a confes- 
sional alliance under his own leadership, this could 
compensate for his loss of influence and power. By pursuing a 
more radical policy, he could even hope to oust the Prince 
Elector of Saxony, who was widely considered the born leader 
of the Protestants in Germany,” from his position at the head 
of the Protestant camp. 

Thus the formation of the great confessional alliances, Liga 
and Union, after 1607 must also be seen in the light of quite 
traditional dynastic policies, although they did assume a differ- 
ent character in the light of the battle between ‘Antichrist and 
the Godly’ or between the ‘one, all embracing, true church 
and heresy’. In any case a distinct religious policy — even one 
less radical than in Bavaria or the Palatinate — governing do- 
mestic affairs as much as relations with other princes or the 
Empire, was certainly one way for territorial rulers to increase 
the coherence of their principality as well as to boost their au- 
tonomy within the Empire. Ecclesiastical policy, an area in 
which Emperor and Reichstag alike were forced to abdicate 
direct responsibility in 1552-55, was an ideal field in which the 
territorial rulers could develop their authority to its full extent 
and emancipate themselves from imperial control. But at the 
same time, the conflict between Protestant and Catholic 
princes and the legal disputes to which the controversial in- 
terpretation of the 1555 peace settlement gave rise could give 
the Emperor a key position as arbiter between the warring fac- 
tions. He could exploit the religious conflict to enhance his 
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own authority, as he was in fact to do in the 1620s. The confes- 
sional conflict was a force driving the Estates of the Empire 
apart as much as a potential catalyst for developments which 
strengthened the Emperor’s influence.”” Whichever perspec- 
tive one takes, it is not surprising that it was the confrontation 
between the three great confessional groups which brought 
the struggle over the future structure of the Empire to a head: 
were the territorial princes to be mere Estates in a monarchy, 
or rulers governing their own states belonging to a greater 
confederation?*® 

This leaves us with the question of whether other factors, 
in particular social and economic developments, also con- 
tributed to a heightening of political tensions in the Empire 
before 1618. Can the war be seen as part of a more general 
crisis of the seventeenth century, perhaps even a crisis of 'feu- 
dalism’, understood as the traditional social system dominated 
by a nobility living on the rents and services which a depend- 
ent peasantry had to provide??’ To be sure, around 1600 there 
were signs of crisis in Germany as much as in other countries. 
There had been continuous demographic growth between 
1500 and 1600. Whereas in 1500 Germany had had a popula- 
tion of about 12 million people, this figure had grown to at 
least 15 million a century later, while other estimates even 
assume that as many as 18 million people were living in 
Germany in 1618. This figure is further increased to about 21 
million if the non-German speaking areas of the Empire and 
the Habsburg kingdoms and principalities such as Bohemia 
are included.” Agricultural production had certainly also 
grown during the same period, but not enough to prevent an 
increasing imbalance between demand and supply and a cor- 
responding rise in grain prices. Available data show that in 
Germany as in other European countries the income of large 
sections of the population had fallen drastically in real terms 
during the century before 1618.*° 

In villages, the proportion of the population which owned 
no land or very little had grown. While noble landlords had 
initially been among the victims of the inflation of prices, they 
later tried to recoup their losses and indeed to benefit from 
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the favourable economic situation by demanding higher rents 
and payments in kind, or by extending the forced labour ser- 
vices of the peasants. They were not successful everywhere. In 
particular, in the western parts of Germany the territorial 
rulers tended to defend the peasantry against the nobility 
because they wanted to raise taxes themselves.”’ In many areas 
east of the river Elbe, however, as well as in Austria and 
Bohemia, the landlords definitely put more pressure on the 
peasantry, and the economic and social position of the rural 
population deteriorated correspondingly. This was bound to 
lead to social conflicts, if not to rural riots. Such open 
conflicts were particularly frequent in the Habsburg domin- 
ions, where the 1590s saw major peasant risings in the 
Archduchies of Upper and Lower Austria.”! Nor were the 
German towns — imperial cities as well as towns subject to a 
territorial ruler — spared similar trouble. The four decades 
before 1618 saw a wave of urban unrest, partly socially and 
partly politically motivated.’ 

Despite the population growth of the preceding decades, 
there were also signs of an incipient agricultural ‘depression’ 
in some areas of Germany where the trend towards ever- 
increasing grain prices was broken in the 1590s.” But of 
course we can only speculate what the course of economic de- 
velopment would have been had the war not broken out. 
Moreover, it can be doubted - for Germany in particular — 
whether all the economic problems mentioned really 
amounted to a profound crisis of the whole social and eco- 
nomic system before 1618. Equal caution is required with 
regard to the alleged decline of the German towns as centres 
of trade during the period under discussion.”* 

Whatever our assessment of the general economic and 
social trends of the early seventeenth century, it is very 
difficult to establish a clear correlation between these develop- 
ments and the political crisis in Germany which led to the out- 
break of war; outside Germany the Spanish and Dutch case 
may be to some extent different, though hardly less complex 
(see below, pp. 42-6).°*° If any such correlation between politi- 
cal events and social problems can be established, then 
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perhaps this can be done most easily for Austria and Bohemia. 
Here, however, the correlation is a negative one. The tensions 
between landlords and peasants must have dampened the revo- 
lutionary ardour of the rebellious nobility in 1618 and earlier, 
thereby far from favouring the uprising in Bohemia and in the 
neighbouring principalities, actually contributing to their 
defeat (see below, pp. 55-6, 65-6). This is not to say that once 
the war had started it did not in itself precipitate social tensions 
(not only in the Empire but also outside it). Thus the Thirty 
Years War may indeed have ‘exported disorder to the whole of 
Europe’. But if this was the case, it was far more likely the cause 
of a ‘general crisis’ affecting the political and social order of 
most European countries than its consequence.” 


The Empire in Crisis 1607-1618 


The preceding section has stressed the tensions which under- 
mined political stability in Germany in the early seventeenth 
century. Were the last years before 1618 therefore a highroad 
to war? They have certainly often been depicted as such. Even 
before 1600 the Chamber Court of the Empire had already 
passed a number of highly controversial judgements restoring 
to the Catholic Church secularised estates which had once be- 
longed to ecclesiastical corporations.’ Normally a committee 
of the Imperial Diet was entrusted with the task of revising the 
judgements of the Chamber Court, but this committee 
became inoperative in 1588 because the Catholic princes were 
not prepared to admit the Bishopric of Magdeburg’s delegate. 
Magdeburg, an important prince-bishopric, was governed by 
a Protestant administrator, whom the Catholic Estates of 
the Empire did not recognise. Twelve years later the 
Deputationstag (a smaller version of the Imperial Diet, in a 
manner of speaking, with a more restricted membership, 
which had taken over the task of supervising and revising the 
jurisdiction of the Reichskammergericht) was also paralysed. 
This time it was the Elector Palatine and a number of other 
Protestants princes who refused to co-operate any longer 
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because they saw no chance of gaining a majority for their own 
views among the members of the committee, which was nu- 
merically dominated by Catholics. 

Thus the Chamber Court in Speyer largely ceased to func- 
tion as an effective agent of law enforcement in conflicts ın 
which the great political and religious issues of the day were at 
stake, although it continued to adjudge many minor cases 
quite successfully. There was, of course, a second law court in 
the Empire, the Aulic Council in Prague, but its judges tended 
to favour the Catholic cause even more strongly than their col- 
leagues in Speyer. This tendency found its most spectacular 
expression in the occupation of Donauworth, an imperial free 
city with a largely Protestant town council, in 1607. Though 
governed by Protestants, Donauworth had a Catholic minority. 
Catholics and Protestants had long been engaged in a sort of 
war of attrition by disrupting each other’s religious cere- 
monies and by similar measures. After another Catholic pro- 
cession had been interrupted by Protestants, the Aulic 
Council imposed the Imperial Ban on the town council of 
Donauworth and the Emperor authorised Bavaria to execute 
the verdict against the city. This was against the normal legal 
rules, for Donauwörth belonged to the Imperial Circle of 
Swabia, not to the Bavarian Circle (the princes and Estates of 
each of the eight, or with Austria and Burgundy ten, Circles 
of the Empire were responsible for maintaining peace within 
their confines). 

Protestants in the Empire were even more scandalised when 
Maximilian of Bavaria not only sent troops to Donauworth, 
but occupied the town permanently and took measures to sup- 
press Protestantism altogether. Clearly the protection which 
the statutes of the Empire had granted to Protestants could no 
longer be relied upon. Under the leadership of the Elector 
Palatine, those Protestant princes and towns which felt most 
acutely threatened formed an alliance, the Union, in 1608. 
The Elector Palatine and some of the more militant Protestant 
princes had been seeking such a confessional alliance for 
some time, but without the Donauworth affair it would not 
have been possible to find sufficient support for these plans. 
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By no means all Protestant princes joined the alliance. 
Electoral Saxony, for example, was conspicuous by its absence 
and the new alliance’s centre of gravity clearly lay in south- 
western and central Germany (Hesse, Franconia). The follow- 
ing year, in 1609, a similar Catholic organisation, the Liga, was 
founded in response to the creation of the Protestant alliance. 
The Liga was led by Bavaria. Initially comprising mainly the 
prelates of southern Germany in addition to the Duchy of 
Bavaria, it was subsequently also joined by the three ecclesiasti- 
cal electors whose territories lay along the Rhine. 

With the increasing polarisation of the religious alliances, 
the deliberations of the Imperial Diet were bound to be dis- 
rupted, though Electoral Saxony and some conservative 
Lutheran princes still tried to steer a middle course and to 
maintain co-operation with the Emperor.” The more radical 
Protestants, resenting the structural majority which the 
Catholics enjoyed in the Diet, in particular in the second curia, 
the Council of Princes, had always been reluctant to accept 
majority decisions on matters which, they felt, concerned reli- 
gious problems in any way.” In 1608 they walked out of the 
meeting of the Diet (in Regensburg) in protest when their ob- 
jections to the Catholic interpretation of the Peace of 
Augsburg, to all intents and purposes supported by the 
Emperor and the Empire’s courts of law, remained unan- 
swered. The Diet found itself unable to pass any statute or res- 
olution. Behind the uncompromising attitude of the 
Protestant Estates lay anger about the recent occupation of 
Donauworth. Moreover, in earlier years the war against the 
Sultan’s troops in Hungary and the threat from the Turks had 
ensured Protestant co-operation with the Emperor’s policy — 
after all the imperial hereditary lands were the most import- 
ant bulwark protecting central Europe against the attacks of 
the infidels — but this was now no longer the case. For in 1606 
Archduke Matthias, in the name of the entire House of 
Habsburg, had signed the Peace of Zsitvatorok with the 
Sultan. The treaty was intended to run for 20 years. It did, in 
fact, defuse conflict with the Ottoman Empire for even longer, 
although the danger of large-scale warfare in Hungary was 
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never entirely absent and more limited military conflicts re- 
mained frequent after 1606. 

The truce, however, removed the main justification for 
levying new taxes on the princes and cities for the defence of 
the Empire and inevitably made the religious question the 
main topic of discussion in the Diet, which might otherwise 
have concentrated on the war against the Turks. Five years 
later, in 1613, when the Diet met again, chances of finding a 
compromise seemed to have improved. Betweeen 1608 and 
1612 the internal crisis of the Habsburg monarchy, culminat- 
ing in the confrontation between the Emperor Rudolf II and 
his brother Matthias, had reached its climax. Rudolf was politi- 
cally paralysed as head of the Empire during those years.” 
With Rudolf II now dead and a slow and gradual recovery of 
Habsburg power in Bohemia and Austria already under way in 
1613, chances for finding a solution to the problems eroding 
political stability in the Empire seemed slightly better than 
before. In fact, Rudolf’s successor, Matthias, left politics mostly 
to his advisor Cardinal Klesl. Though he had been an ardent 
adherent of the Counter-Reformation in earlier years, Klesl 
now tried to restabilise the Empire’s political system, partly 
because he realised that open conflict in the Empire was likely 
to undermine the position of the Habsburgs in their heredi- 
tary lands too.*! However, tensions between Protestants and 
Catholics remained as strong as ever. The majority in the 
Imperial Diet did pass a final resolution this time but the more 
radical Protestants refused to accept it and walked out once 
more. The Diet was to remain paralysed for 27 years, and the 
next meeting did not take place until 1640. 

The Empire had already come to the brink of open war 
between the Diet’s meetings in 1608 and 1613. In 1609 the 
mentally incapacitated last Duke of Julich, Berg and Cleves 
died. His principalities occupied a strategic position on the 
lower Rhine, bordering on the Dutch Republic and the 
Spanish Netherlands, and troops of both powers had repeat- 
edly occupied parts of the duchies in the past. The inheritance 
was claimed by a number of pretenders. The Elector of Saxony 
based his claim on an old treaty with the ducal house of Julich- 
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Cleves. The two other principal pretenders were the Prince 
Elector Johann Sigismund of Brandenburg and the Count 
Palatine Philipp Ludwig of Pfalz-Neuburg, or rather his son, 
Wolfgang Wilhelm. These princes based their claims on the 
rights of inheritance enjoyed respectively by Marie Eleonore 
and Anna of Jülich-Cleves, two of the last Duke’s four sisters.** 
Brandenburg and Pfalz-Neuburg decided to occupy the con- 
tested territories, and came to an arrangement to govern 
them jointly for the time being (Treaty of Dortmund, June 
1609). However, Rudolf II was not prepared to accept this; he 
favoured other claimants to the duchies, among them the 
Elector of Saxony. Open conflict seemed unavoidable. In July 
1609 Archduke Leopold, Bishop of Strassburg and Passau, had 
already occupied the town of Julich, an important fortress, 
with the Emperor’s authority. He continued to raise troops in 
his Bishopric of Strassburg not far from the borders of the 
Palatinate. 

Brandenburg and Pfalz-Neuburg, on the other hand, both 
Lutheran Protestants, enjoyed the support not only of the 
Union but also of the Dutch and of King Henry IV of France, 
who feared that the Habsburgs would gain control of the 
duchies (see below, p. 38) However, in May 1610 Henry IV was 
murdered by a Catholic fanatic, Ravaillac. Although the 
Union’s troops still managed to reconquer the fortress of 
Julich with French help and successfully attacked Archduke 
Leopold’s position in Alsace, the Union had now lost the 
impetus and the resources for a full-scale offensive against the 
forces of Catholicism. For the time being things could be 
patched up. But then the two main pretenders, Brandenburg 
and Pfalz-Neuburg, fell out among themselves. Alarmed at the 
prospect of being ousted from his position in the Rhenish 
duchies by the much more powerful Elector of Brandenburg, 
the Neuburg pretender joined the Catholics. Wolfgang 
Wilhelm of Neuburg married Princess Magdalena of Bavaria 
(a sister of Duke Maximilian) in November 1613, having se- 
cretly converted to Catholicism shortly before the wedding. 
He revealed his conversion in May 1614, thereby gaining 
access to Bavarian, imperial and Spanish support. At about the 
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same time, 1613, Johann Sigismund of Brandenburg em- 
braced Calvinism, thus strengthening his ties with the 
Palatinate and the Dutch Republic, although it needs to be 
stressed that for quite some time the Elector had been under 
the influence of advisers and relations who were Reformed 
Protestants.* 

On the lower Rhine an armed confrontation between the 
two pretenders and their protectors, Spain and the Dutch 
Republic, seemed to be inevitable. Spanish and Dutch troops 
did indeed intervene and the Dutch occupied the important 
fortified town of Julich in 1614, whereas the Spanish took 
Wesel in the Duchy of Cleves. But neither power was really in- 
terested in a major war before the 12-year truce they had 
signed in 1609 had expired. A new settlement of sorts was 
achieved with the mediation of France and England in 
November 1614 (Treaty of Xanten). Brandenburg took 
control of Cleves and the Counties of Mark and Ravensberg, 
while Wolfgang Wilhelm of Neuburg was to administer the 
Duchies of Jülich and Berg with the capital Düsseldorf. On 
balance Spain and the Catholic Estates of the Empire had now 
gained an important, though limited, victory after their initial 
defeat in 1610, and the conversion of Wolfgang Wilhelm to 
Catholicism, by no means the last conversion of a Protestant 
prince during the seventeenth century, showed that solidarity 
of Protestant rulers against the Counter-Reformation could no 
longer be taken for granted, even at the most elementary level 
— an alarming prospect for all Protestants. 

Nevertheless, the great conflagration which had seemed im- 
minent during the years 1610-14 had at least been postponed. 
But what was the outlook for the future? The confrontation 
during the struggle for the succession in the duchies on the 
Lower Rhine had certainly increased the already considerable 
mistrust on both sides. None the less, the front lines between 
the hostile camps were not entirely inflexible. None other but 
the highest ranking ecclesiastical prince of the Empire, the 
Archbishop of Mainz, Johann Schweikhard von Cronberg, 
tried in 1610-11 to gain Protestant Electoral Saxony as a 
member of the Catholic Liga.“ Though tempted to intensify 
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his co-operation with the Catholic federation in order to 
strengthen his position in the Jülich-Cleves succession crisis, 
the Elector of Saxony in the end preferred to maintain an in- 
dependent position. However, the mere fact that such a pro- 
posal could seriously be discussed shows that the confessional 
antagonism was not yet all-pervasive, at least not as far as rela- 
tions between Lutherans and Catholics were concerned. 

For Saxony, as Axel Gotthard has recently shown, its special 
relationship with the Emperor — going back ultimately to the 
War of Schmalkalden of 1546-47 when Moritz of Saxony had 
fought on Charles V’s side*® — was more important than soli- 
darity between all Protestant princes of the Empire.“ This 
special relationship had been reinforced in the 1590s when 
Saxony’s Lutherans had regained their undisputed ascendancy 
after the brief interlude of the ‘crypto-Calvinist’ reign of 
Prince Elector Christian I (1586-91), and had taken revenge, 
with Rudolf II’s support, on theologians and politicans who 
had allegedly tried to lead Saxony into the Calvinist camp.” 
Unfortunately, the electoral councillors in Dresden had no 
real ideas of their own for resolving the problems paralysing 
the Empire. In the final resort, the policy pursued by Saxony 
was too cautious and unimaginative to anticipate, let alone to 
prevent, the crisis which broke out in 1618. 

Attempts to transform the Liga into an alliance controlled 
or led by the Emperor, and supporting his policy and not just 
the interests of the Catholic princes, were potentially more 
promising. The influential Archbishop of Mainz, who held an 
important position as official head of the imperial chancellery, 
by no means a mere sinecure during this period, gave some 
support to such a transformation in 1612-13. In 1613 the 
princes of the Liga accepted the Grandmaster of the Teutonic 
Order, Archduke Maximilian, a member of the imperial 
dynasty who also ruled Tyrol and the so-called Vorlande (the 
Habsburg dominions between the Arlberg and the Vosges), as 
a member and as head of a new directorate comprising Swabia. 
The result of this decison was ultimately that the Liga lost its 
coherence. Maximilian of Bavaria, who resented Habsburg 
and imperial influence in the Liga, went his own way and 
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formed a sort of sub-alliance uniting Bavaria and a number of 
bishoprics and prelacies in its immediate vicinity in southern 
Germany. Bavaria thus maintained its dominant position in its 
special sphere of influence but the Liga, outside this sphere, 
had all but broken down. 

The Protestant Union did not fare much better. Though 
strengthened by treaties of assistance with England (1612) and 
the Dutch Republic (1613), its position in Germany was gradu- 
ally eroded. In 1617, when the alliance was extended, some of 
the princes and especially the cities insisted on limiting 
the life-span of the new confederation to three years after the 
expiry of the original treaty. Without a further extension, the 
Union initially founded for ten years in 1608 would thus 
expire in May 1621. Given that the Dutch-Spanish truce 
would also expire in 1621, which made a major international 
crisis likely in that year, this was a very short time indeed.* 

A final assessment of the situation before 1618 is not easy. In 
various ways both sides, Protestants as well as Catholics, felt 
threatened. During the final agony of Rudolf II’s reign before 
his death in 1612, the position of the Habsburgs in their own 
principalities seemed to be about to collapse. Of course, this 
would have affected the Empire as well, and the Catholics 
were rightly nervous about the consequences of Habsburg 
decline. In 1618 a revival of Habsburg power was already 
under way, but still everything seemed to be possible: a 
Catholic-Habsburg offensive led by Ferdinand of Styria, the 
successor designate of the Emperor Matthias, in the heredi- 
tary lands as well as the Empire, or a further deterioration in 
the Habsburg position, which was still far from secure. Thus 
the policy of the Palatinate in particular was motivated as 
much by fear of a general Catholic conspiracy to undermine 
the safeguards which the constitution of the Empire granted 
to Protestants, as by the hope that determined and decisive 
action at the right moment could tip the balance in favour of 
the Protestants and quash the Catholic threat once and for all. 

The attitude of Catholic extremists, on the other hand, may 
have been equally ambivalent. Those who favoured a military 
solution were not necessarily motivated by the wish to 
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eliminate Protestantism as such, although this wish was cer- 
tainly not absent from the Catholic camp. However, the dom- 
inant feeling was probably fear that the alternative would 
fatally undermine the Catholic position. The alternative was a 
new compromise based on the Peace of Augsburg, but more 
comprehensive in scope, this time including the Calvinists in 
some way and solving the problem of secularised church prop- 
erty. Thus one of the most aggressive Catholic polemicists, 
Kaspar Schoppe, declared in 1619 during the Bohemian crisis, 
that in spite of its shortcomings the Peace of Augsburg was to 
be observed. But on no account was the Catholic cause to be 
betrayed by a new compromise, a nova compositio, with the 
Calvinists and those Protestants who had violated the terms of 
the peace, which admittedly Schoppe interpreted from a 
strictly Catholic point of view unacceptable to most 
Protestants.” 

What settled the matter was in the last resort the combina- 
tion of the mounting political and religious tensions in the 
Empire with a crisis in the dominions of the German 
Habsburgs going back to the decade 1600-10 and culminat- 
ing in 1618-19 and with the expiry of the truce between Spain 
and the Netherlands in 1621. 


European Politics and the Origins of the War 


For Germany it clearly makes sense to consider the outbreak 
of hostilities in 1618-19 as a decisive event, marking the end 
of an era. But what about the rest of Europe, in particular 
western Europe? Here the date of 1618 seems much less 
significant. Hostilities between the Dutch and the Spanish did 
not break out until 1621 and war between France and Spain, 
after the comparatively brief war over Mantua in 1629-31 (see 
below, pp. 79-80), did not commence in earnest until 1635, 
but then lasted until 1659. Moreover, whereas Germany had 
enjoyed peace, with only limited disturbances, from 1552 to 
1618, this was clearly not the case in western Europe. As early 
as the 1560s, a rebellion had shaken Spanish rule in the 
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Netherlands. The subsequent war between Spain and the re- 
bellious provinces, in which the rebels enjoyed the support of 
England and other Protestant powers as well as, to some 
extent, of France, had only been halted in 1609 by a truce. 
And the French Wars of Religion (1562-98) had at least ın 
their later stages been as much an international conflict as a 
civil war, with Spain supporting the Catholic extremists and 
England and German Protestants supporting the Huguenots. 
Were the renewed hostilities after 1618 therefore just a direct 
continuation of these earlier conflicts?” 

This view implies that the period between about 1604 and 
1609, when the Anglo-Spanish war and the Spanish—Dutch war 
respectively ended, and 1618-21 was no more than a short in- 
terval during which the old enemies recovered their breath, 
resuming the fight again with the old objectives at the earliest 
possible moment. This, however, is not entirely convincing, 
not even for the conflict between the Dutch and the Spanish 
crown which seems to fit this model best. After all, what had 
been at stake during the later sixteenth century was the very 
survival of Protestantism in the Netherlands, as well as in 
France and ultimately also in England. This is not to say that 
the religious antagonism was the only or even necessarily the 
principal cause of the conflicts mentioned, but there cannot 
be much doubt that a Spanish victory would have greatly facili- 
tated the triumph of Catholicism in the whole of western 
Europe. 

After 1610, however, Spain’s objectives were more limited 
and gave less primacy to religion. Even Spain had to accept 
that it might be best to let the Protestants in the northern 
Netherlands go to hell in their own way;*! influential Spanish 
councillors continued to argue for a resumption of the war 
after 1609 but they no longer saw the suppression of 
Protestantism as a principal war aim.” As the course of the 
Thirty Years War was to show, Spain, however reluctantly, had 
largely come to terms with the fact that there were countries 
in Christendom in which Catholicism could not be enforced 
in the foreseeable future. This is not to deny that many 
Protestants in England and other countries still saw Spain as 
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the agent of Antichrist, bent on enforcing idolatry every- 
where. The very real threat to the survival of Protestantism in 
western Europe which Spanish hegemony had presented in 
the late sixteenth century continued to haunt the political 
imagination of Protestants even when the actual danger they 
faced had somewhat dimished. 

If the confessional element in Spanish foreign policy was 
less pronounced after about 1600 than it had been in earlier 
decades, it would be equally wrong to see the Thirty Years War 
as a struggle in which Spain together with the Emperor con- 
sciously tried to erect a universal monarchy where all other 
princes and powers would be reduced to the status of mere 
clients if their countries were not simply conquered and 
incorporated into the Habsburg dominions. Again there was 
certainly no lack of contemporary propaganda designed to 
rally Europe’s princes and republics to the anti-Spanish cause 
by appealing to their fear of a Spanish monarchia universalis 
and of the ‘beastly Spanish servitude’. This propaganda may 
even have been based on genuine perceptions of Spanish 
policy dominant among Spain’s opponents.” But Spanish re- 
sources were limited and, more importantly, even the ambi- 
tious Conde-Duque Olivares and other Spanish statesmen 
were well aware that they were not inexhaustible. They there- 
fore tried to limit their war aims, though probably not enough 
to assuage the fears of Spain’s neighbours, or to avoid a situa- 
tion in which too many political and military commitments 
slowly eroded Spain’s remaining strength.” 

In fact Johannes Burkhardt’s recent and otherwise ad- 
mirable account of the Thirty Years War is least convincing 
where the author tries to argue that a universal monarchy was 
indeed a realistic option between 1618 and 1648 (or 1618 and 
1659). Burkhardt further suggests that Olivares in Spain and 
later Richelieu in France consciously tried to create just such a 
universal monarchy, as opposed to achieving a more limited 
hegemony for their own country as the greatest power among 
other autonomous states.” At least the argument about 
Olivares’s and Richelieu’s political intentions is clearly at odds 
with most recent accounts of Spanish and French policy 
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during the war. This is not to deny that Burkhardt is right in 
insisting on the character of the war as a struggle about the 
future of the European system of states and about the struc- 
ture of the states belonging to this system. But the alternatives 
were less stark than he claims. A Habsburg universal monarchy 
was hardly ever on the cards, not least because neither Philip 
IV and Olivares nor Ferdinand II had any clear plans for such 
a monarchy, as was to become apparent in the later 1620s and 
the years around 1635 when their power was greatest.”° The 
opposite solution, the dissolution of the existing composite 
monarchies or multiple kingdoms?’ — the realms of the 
Spanish and Austrian Habsburgs — as well as the total disinte- 
gration of the Holy Roman Empire, seemed a more likely 
outcome of the war during certain periods of the conflict. 

Ultimately, foreign policy in western Europe before 1618 
was dominated neither by the endeavour to build a universal 
monarchy nor by religion, but by more secular issues — ques- 
tions of security, of prestige and reputation, but also, in partic- 
ular in the Spanish and Dutch case, economic interests. In the 
Holy Roman Empire, however, religious tensions did not really 
culminate until after 1600. It is therefore possible to argue 
that the outbreak of war in Germany, in which the fate of 
Protestantism was clearly at stake - though even the German 
war was not really dominated by exclusively religious issues 
before 1629-30 and even less so after 1635 — brought the reli- 
gious issues back to the forefront of conflict in western Europe 
too. This came about at a time when the rulers and leading 
statesmen in Spain, England, France and the Dutch Republic 
had already to some extent changed their priorities. The out- 
break of war thus threatened the cohesion of the great monar- 
chies of western Europe, or to be more precise, of the French 
and the Stuart monarchies (the Spanish case was different), 
at the very moment when their rulers and statesmen had 
become more confident that they were about to overcome the 
disruptive forces of confessional confrontation. 


For various reasons neither France nor England were inter- 
ested in a revival of open religious warfare, or even of a 
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European conflict which could be interpreted as a religious war 
in the years before 1618. The French monarchy would be in a 
particularly vulnerable position in such a case. In 1598 Henry 
IV of France had managed to put an end to the religious civil 
war in his country as well as to the war with Spain. Henry IV 
had been a Protestant for long periods of his life, but had 
finally converted to Catholicism in 1593 before he was 
crowned King of France, while granting toleration to his 
former co-religionists in 1598. But if the confrontation 
between Protestantism and Catholicism were again to domi- 
nate international relations, the war between Huguenots and 
Catholics would most likely revive in France too. Each side 
would seek alliances with the foreign powers which acted as 
leaders of the Protestant and the Catholic camp respectively; 
the Huguenots with the Netherlands and perhaps England, 
and the more militant Catholics, who still suspected Henry IV 
of being a crypto-Protestant anyhow, with Spain. Henry IV’s 
foreign policy before his premature death probably aimed to 
avoid a religious war — though not necessarily war as such — in 
Europe by creating a system of alliances bridging the gulf 
between Protestant and Catholic states while trying at the 
same time to counterbalance Spanish influence in Germany 
and Italy.°® 

Under Henry’s rule France seemed to be preparing for a 
major war with Spain while intervening in the dispute about 
the succession to the Duchies of Julich, Cleves and Berg in 
1609-10. Henry’s intentions in 1610 are not entirely clear. He 
may have wanted to deal Spain a fatal blow by establishing a 
French presence on the lower Rhine which would have 
allowed France to cut supplies to the Spanish Netherlands. Or 
he may have been trying to prevent the outbreak of a primar- 
ily religious war — a clear threat to France’s newly won internal 
stability — by co-operating with the German princes, who in 
return would have had to subordinate their interests to French 
priorities.” 

However, Henry IV was assassinated by a Catholic fanatic in 
1610 while preparing for armed intervention in the Julich- 
Cleves crisis. Henry’s violent death was extremely convenient 
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for Spain, but it also showed that tensions within France were 
still too great to allow her to pursue an active foreign policy 
based on co-operation with Protestant states and princes. The 
regent Marie de Medici and her advisors who governed France 
after 1610 shunned all major commitments abroad; peace now 
seemed the best means to ensure domestic stability. It was left 
to Cardinal Richelieu who in 1624 became first minister to the 
new King, Louis XIII, to find a way to eliminate the 
Huguenots as an autonomous political faction without allow- 
ing the ultra-Catholic dévots, who favoured close co-operation 
with the Papacy and Spain, to direct French policy. 

If the potential repercussions of a major European war 
fought on primarily religious lines would have been devastat- 
ing for France, England was also interested in avoiding such a 
conflict. James I of England (1603-25) tried to defuse political 
and religious tensions in Europe. Shortly after his accession to 
the English crown he had brought 15 years of open warfare 
and an even longer period of armed confrontation to a close 
by concluding peace with Spain. The son of the Catholic Mary 
Stuart, Queen of Scots, who had been executed in England in 
1587 because of her involvement in a number of conspiracies 
against Elizabeth I, James I faced problems which were differ- 
ent from those confronting Henry IV of France, but not neces- 
sarily less severe, as the attempt to assassinate him in 1605 — an 
attempt motivated by Catholic religious fervour but also by 
English anti-Scottish feeling — was to show.’ James I’s ‘ap- 
peasement’ policy towards Spain has often been considered 
unrealistic and even foolish by historians, but England could 
ill afford a major war, as was to become apparent between 
1625 and 1630 when it was fought. England’s administrative 
structure, especially her taxation system, was not up to the 
strains which a major international conflict entailed. 
Moreover, religious dissensions in the kingdoms of the Stuart 
monarchy, inevitably linked to different concepts of foreign 
policy, were likely to be exacerbated once war broke out.” 

James I governed a composite monarchy (England, Scotland 
and Ireland) where not only Protestantism and Catholicism 
(still espoused by a majority of the landowning classes in 
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Ireland and a small but not altogether irrelevant minority in 
England) confronted each other, but also various mutually ex- 
clusive varieties of Protestantism itself: Calvinist Presbyterians 
in Scotland, the Puritan advocates of a further reformation 
and of strict anti-Popery in England, and finally those theolo- 
gians and laymen who favoured a cautious, or perhaps not 
so cautious, return to some of the traditions of the pre- 
Reformation Church and who wanted the Church of England 
to pursue a religious via media between Geneva and Rome. 
After 1603 James I managed to avoid open religious conflict in 
his three kingdoms surprisingly well, but as events after 1618 
were to show, the precondition for a domestic religious detente 
was a certain amount of political and religious détente in inter- 
national relations.” 

The fact that despite continuing religious tensions, the con- 
ditions for such a limited détente between the hostile religious 
communities in western Europe (although not in Germany) 
seemed to improve after about 1610, must have encouraged 
James in his peaceful policy. There was a chance, or so it 
seemed at least, to create a sort of third party between the ex- 
tremists of both sides, consisting possibly of Gallican French 
Catholics, moderate and conformist English Protestants and, 
perhaps, Dutch Arminians.°° After 1598 a brand of 
Catholicism flourished again in France, though not unop- 
posed, which aimed to limit the Pope’s power and return to 
the pre-Reformation Gallican, that is specifically national, tra- 
ditions of the French Church. Thus during the Estates 
General of 1614 the Third Estate demanded that the assembly 
officially reject the power of the Pope to depose secular rulers, 
and that all officeholders and priests should be required to 
swear an oath in accordance with this resolution.” In the 
Netherlands, on the other hand, influential theologians tried 
to mitigate the rigidity of strict Calvinism. This movement led 
by Jacob Arminius was certainly highly controversial in the 
Netherlands. Its alliance with the political factions which sup- 
ported a lasting peace with Spain made it hardly less so, and 
even James I repudiated many of its basic theological tenets. 
His sympathy, visible at least to some extent after the outbreak 
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of the Thirty Years War, was limited to the Arminians’ more 
moderate stance vis-à-vis the Catholic Church.® Nevertheless 
Gallicanism as well as Arminianism could possibly offer points 
of departure if not for a genuine ‘ecumenical’ movement - 
the religious and theological antagonism between the confes- 
sions remained too great for that - then at least for a political 
détente between the competing churches, one which would 
have excluded the extremists on both sides, Jesuits as much as 
radical Puritans. And it was such a détente which James clearly 
welcomed, before 1618 as much as later. 

Though generally pursuing a cautious conciliatory policy 
towards Spain, James I had come close to committing himself 
to a more openly anti-Catholic foreign policy by signing an al- 
liance with the Protestant Union in Germany in 1612, and 
giving his daughter Elizabeth in marriage to the Elector 
Palatine Friedrich V in the following year. During these years, 
after the death of Henry IV, a triumph of the pro-Spanish 
dévots in France seemed possible and James apparently 
thought it necessary to give some encouragement to Spain’s 
Opponents on the Continent.°® But this was merely a passing 
phase, though few Protestant statesmen in the Empire realised 
It. 

In the 1620s James I’s peace policy, which was intended to 
be based on solidarity between all monarchs against what he 
saw as the seditious activities of Rome and Geneva alike,®’ 
came to grief. This was partly a result of the fact that the 
conflicts in the Holy Roman Empire, which James probably 
never quite managed to understand, rekindled religious ten- 
sions in western Europe which had never entirely disappeared 
anyhow, and increased their influence on foreign relations. 
But James’s policy also failed because the state that James most 
needed to win as a partner if lasting peace was to be estab- 
lished in Europe, Spain, had other priorities. 

At the beginning of the seventeenth century Spain was 
clearly still the dominant power in Europe. But in the past 
Spain’s ascendancy had been as much or more the result of 
the weakness of her rivals as of her own inherent strength. In 
about 1600 the population of Castile, the real heartland of the 


41 


The Thirty Years War 


Spanish monarchy, hardly numbered 7 million people and was 
already in decline.°® This compared very unfavourably with 
the French population of at least 17 million. Of course, the 
Empire of the Spanish Habsburgs comprised a vast number of 
other kingdoms and provinces, Aragon, Portugal, Sicily, 
Naples, Milan, and the Burgundian provinces: from the 
Franche Comté in the south to Flanders in the north not to 
mention the extensive colonial empire in South America and 
the mostly Portuguese possessions in Africa and Asia. But the 
outlying provinces were as much a burden as a factor of 
strength. They had to be defended against hostile neighbours 
and were often reluctant to make any major contribution to 
the defence of other, more distant parts of the Spanish 
composite monarchy.” 

The problem for Spain was that her limited economic and 
financial resources were hardly adequate to maintain the pos- 
ition which she had achieved in the sixteenth century, espe- 
cially if French power were to revive.” But if Spain, or Castile, 
could ill afford another prolonged war after 1609, she could 
not really afford peace either, or so it seemed. Although war 
with the Dutch had repeatedly brought the Spanish crown 
finances to the brink of total collapse, war had also meant pro- 
tection for Spain’s fragile economy, both in agriculture and in- 
dustry. Now that the Dutch could again trade freely with 
Castile, the heartland of the Spanish monarchy was exposed to 
economic competition that it was ill-equipped to meet. Cheap 
imported grain and dried fish from northern Europe com- 
peted with the more expensive Iberian products. Even more 
importantly, Dutch cloth imports hastened the decline of 
textile manufacturing in Castile. Long before the the truce 
expired in 1621, a general conviction had taken hold among 
all strata of the Spanish population that peace with the Dutch 
was not worth making sacrifices for because it would be 
Spain’s ruin, at least in economic terms. This conviction was, if 
possible, even stronger in Portugal, for while the truce of 1609 
brought an end of hostilities in Europe, warfare in the Far 
East continued. Here the once extensive Portuguese trading 
Empire crumbled under the impact of Dutch competition and 
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armed naval expeditions. Nor were the Portuguese and 
Spanish colonies in the New World secure from Dutch attack. 

Given the threat to the Portuguese and Spanish colonial 
empires, it was clear that those Spanish councillors who 
opposed renewing the truce, which would have extended it 
beyond 1621, saw the objectives of a renewed war to a very 
considerable extent as economic ones. A Dutch retreat from 
the Spanish and Portuguese spheres of influence in Asia and, 
even more importantly, America was essential. Moreover the 
river Scheldt, which the Dutch had continued to blockade 
after 1609, had to be re-opened for trade (with the Scheldt 
open, they hoped that Spanish-controlled Antwerp, once the 
most important port in the Netherlands, would regain its pos- 
ition as an outstanding centre of international trade). Dutch 
concessions to Spanish claims for some sort of suzerainty over 
the Republic and to their demands that toleration be officially 
granted to Catholics in the North were ultimately of secondary 
importance.” 

Immediately after the truce with the Dutch, Spanish policy, 
under the guidance of Philip III’s favourite and leading minis- 
ter, the Duke of Lerma, had given priority to the 
Mediterranean. The battle against the forces of Islam, fought 
at home with the expulsion in 1609-10 of the Moriscos (the 
descendants of Muslims who had invaded Spain in the Middle 
Ages and who had been forced to convert to Christianity in 
the early sixteenth century) as well as in northern Africa and 
the Mediterranean as a whole, lay at the heart of Lerma’s 
policy. He preferred to leave the Spanish Netherlands to their 
own devices under the government of Archduke Albert of 
Austria (1599-1621), one of Emperor Maximilian II’s sons, 
married to Philip II’s daughter Isabella. 

But as early as 1617 the balance of factions at the Spanish 
court had begun to shift.”? With the return of the former 
Spanish ambassador in Vienna, Don Baltasar de Zuniga, to 
Spain, advocates of a more active policy in northern Europe 
had an influential spokesman in the Spanish Council of State. 
In January 1617, while he was still ambassador at the imperial 
court, Zuniga had persuaded Archduke Ferdinand of Styria, 
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Emperor Matthias’s successor designate, to sign an agreement 
in which Ferdinand promised to cede to Spain extensive 
feudal rights in northern Italy annexed to the imperial crown. 
Züniga’s successor as ambassador, the Count Onate, contin- 
ued to reinforce the ties between the two principal branches 
of the Habsburg dynasty, clearly in preparation for a renewed 
war with the Dutch Republic. In the so-called Onate treaty of 
March 1617 Philip III of Spain waived his own pretensions to 
the Bohemian and the Hungarian crowns, which Ferdinand 
was to inherit from Matthias, and promised to support 
Ferdinand’s claim. Ferdinand also received military assistance 
against the Republic of Venice with which he was at war. In 
return Ferdinand agreed to cede the Habsburg dominions 
and rights in Alsace — officially they belonged to an independ- 
ent branch of the Habsburg dynasty with its seat in Innsbruck 
— to Spain, when an opportunity arose. 

Though kept secret at the time, the Onate treaty had mo- 
mentous implications. It strengthened Ferdinand’s hand in 
dealing with possible resistance in his hereditary dominions or 
in the Empire. Spain, on the other hand, was already all but 
committed to an active policy north of the Alps, a commitment 
which Lerma had tried to avoid. When in 1618 the Spanish 
Council of State had to decide whether Spain would support 
Ferdinand actively against the Bohemian rebels, Lerma, who 
opposed this move, was easily outmanoeuvred by Zúñiga.” In 
October 1618 Lerma lost all his offices, was dismissed from the 
court by Philip III and retired in disgrace to his estates. 

However, even without the crisis in Bohemia, Spain would in 
all likelihood have pursued a more militant policy in central 
Europe than during the years of Lerma’s ascendancy. 
Opposition to a renewal of the truce with the Dutch was in 
any case strong for the economic reasons which have been 
mentioned, but also because the truce seemed to compromise 
Spain’s prestige and reputation as a great power. Even without 
the rebellion in Bohemia, a major military conflict in central 
Europe was therefore likely and it became even more likely 
because this reluctance to extend the truce was shared by the 
Dutch. 
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Paradoxically Spain’s economic loss after 1609 had not nec- 
essarily been the Republic’s gain, or not to an extent that was 
seen as satisfactory by the Dutch population at large. Food 
prices had risen after 1609, partly because of increased 
exports to Spain and the Mediterranean, and this posed a 
threat to the living standards of the urban population. 
Moreover, under the impact of competition from Flemish 
textile manufacturers in the Spanish-controlled southern 
provinces, Dutch textile production had not benefited from 
the increased opportunities for export as much as expected. 
In some places it was in fact struck by a severe crisis due not 
only to Flemish and English competition but also to a change 
in the structure of demand for cloth. Lighter and cheaper 
fabrics were now favoured. Dutch manufacturing towns such 
as Leiden, Haarlem, Delft and Gouda had been struck particu- 
larly hard by the crisis in textile production and it was here 
that opposition to the peace policy of the leading statesman 
of the period, Johan van Oldenbarnevelt, was strongest.’? 
Supported by this opposition movement Maurice of Orange, 
the Stadholder of five of the seven provinces of the Republic 
and the most important advocate of a more militant foreign 
policy, had Oldenbarnevelt arrested in August 1618 and exe- 
cuted as a traitor the following year. The Synod of Dordrecht 
(Dord), an assembly of Dutch divines (November 1618 — May 
1619), also attended by the representatives of a number of 
foreign reformed churches (for example England, Scotland, 
the Palatinate, some Swiss cantons, and Bremen), sealed the 
triumph of the war party’s theological wing, the strictly 
Calvinist Counter-Remonstrants, over the more liberal 
Remonstrants who, inspired by Arminius, had sought 
Oldenbarnevelt’s protection. 

Neither Lerma’s fall nor Oldenbarnevelt’s execution and 
the defeat of his followers both in the theological disputes of 
the Dutch Reformed Church and in the debates on the future 
course of Dutch domestic and foreign policy made war a fore- 
gone conclusion.” Nevertheless, the Bohemian revolt un- 
leashed a struggle which at least Spain had already all but 
accepted as inevitable, although it would certainly have been 
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dominated by different issues and would have taken a very 
different course without the initial focusing of Habsburg- 
Catholic and Protestant forces on Bohemia. After the expiry 
of the truce with the Dutch, Spain would in any case have 
tried to secure her supply route (the ‘Spanish road’) from 
Italy via the Valtelline, Tyrol, Upper Swabia and along the 
Rhine to Flanders. It is, however, unlikely that this in itself 
would have led to as general a conflagration in the Empire 
and in Europe as did the Bohemian revolt. 
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1618: BOHEMIA AND THE 
EMPIRE 


The Crisis of the Habsburg Monarchy 


On the morning of 23 May 1618 the assembly of the 
Bohemian Protestants — comprising lords, knights and a 
number of delegates from the royal boroughs — met near the 
royal castle, the Hradshin, in Prague. Following a brief discus- 
sion, the members of the assembly went to the castle where 
they insisted on seeing the regents governing Bohemia in the 
absence of Matthias, the King and Emperor. After a heated ex- 
change of words between the leaders of the assembly (Count 
Thurn, Colonna von Fels and Wenzel Ruppa) and the regents, 
Thurn and his friends declared two of the regents, Martinitz 
and Slawata, traitors because they had undermined the rights 
and privileges of the Protestant Estates of the kingdom. They 
asked the noblemen and other people present to punish them 
for their crimes there and then and let them die a traitor’s 
death. To the applause of the angry crowd Martinitz and 
Slawata were thrown out of the windows of the council 
chamber of the Hradshin, and one of the clerks of the 
council, a certain Frabricius, shared their fate for full measure. 

This defenestration was not as spontaneous as it may have 
seemed. Not only was there a historical precedent which the 
irate Protestants could follow — a similar defenestration had 
taken place in 1419 during the Hussite revolt — but Thurn and 
his close friends had planned this ‘execution’ carefully. Its real 
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purpose was to close the door to any compromise between the 
reigning dynasty, the Habsburgs, with their Catholic advisors, 
and the Protestant opposition. By killing the regents, the 
Protestants would burn their boats. Even for those who were re- 
luctant to risk an armed confrontation — probably still the ma- 
jority — there would be no turning back.! However, the 
‘execution’ was bungled. Martinitz and Slawata, and Fabricius 
too, miraculously survived. Later Catholic propaganda credited 
the Virgin Mary with personal intervention, though the rubbish 
which filled the castle moat and the large cloaks which the 
regents and the clerk were wearing probably softened their fall 
sufficiently to ensure their survival without divine intervention. 

The defenestration of May 1618 was the culmination of a 
history of religious and political conflict going back to the 
reign of Rudolf II (1576-1612) and beyond. Though the 
Habsburgs, with the possible temporary exception of 
Maximilian II, had always been loyal supporters of the Roman 
Church, they had not been able to enforce Catholicism in 
their own dominions during the sixteenth century. In 
Bohemia, religious opposition to Rome had a particulary long 
tradition. Ever since the Hussite movement in the early 
fifteenth century, Bohemia, and to a lesser extent Moravia too, 
had been alienated from Rome. Although the moderate 
Hussites, the Utraquists, and the Catholic Church had eventu- 
ally come to some sort of compromise, the position of the 
Roman Church, which had lost nearly all its estates during the 
period when Bohemia was under Hussite rule, remained weak. 
The prelates were excluded from membership of the Estates 
and until the late sixteenth century the amount of landed 
property belonging to ecclesiastical institutions and corpora- 
tions was very limited. As late as 1600 only about 5 per cent of 
all land in Bohemia was in the hands of the Catholic Church 
(about 18 per cent in Moravia),* although at this stage dona- 
tions by noblemen and the patronage of the crown had 
already laid the foundations for a recovery. 

During the sixteenth century, the Reformation had made 
inroads in Bohemia. Although the Utraquist Church was in 
many ways an independent national church,? the theological 
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and liturgical differences between it and the Roman Church 
had been reduced to a number of fairly minor points before 
the Reformation. During the sixteenth century, however, 
many Utraquists virtually became Lutherans or even Calvinists. 
Calvinism also influenced some of the members of the 
Bohemian Brethren, a smaller religious community whose 
roots lay in the theologically more radical wing of the 
fifteenth-century Hussite movement. In Moravia the variety of 
religious creeds was even greater. Non-Catholics did not enjoy 
the same legal privileges here as the Utraquists did in 
Bohemia, but in practice liberty of conscience was largely 
assured during the sixteenth century. Thus not only 
Lutheranism and Calvinism but also various sects, such as 
those influenced by early sixteenth-century Anabaptism, had 
adherents there. In fact, a tolerant undogmatic piety which 
could not easily be identified with any of the existing confes- 
sional churches continued to survive in Moravia until the early 
seventeenth century. It was this very lack of a clear confes- 
sional identity, however, which made it easier for Catholic the- 
ologians and clergymen to win converts among the members 
of the various ‘Protestant’ religious communities, and quite a 
number of members of the high nobility converted to 
Catholicism in Moravia before 1618, sometimes after having 
experienced a genuine spiritual and emotional crisis.* 

Thus not only in Moravia, but elsewhere in the Habsburg 
dominions too, the Catholic Church slowly regained some of 
its strength through the application of the Tridentine Reforms 
and the missionary activities of religious orders of which the 
Jesuits were the most active. Nevertheless, Rudolf II was as un- 
successful during his reign (1576-1612) as his predessors in 
suppressing Protestantism, and before the turn of the century 
he probably did not even try to do so. The Habsburgs were 
not strong enough to risk an all-out religious war against their 
own subjects, and they had to be all the more cautious as 
Protestantism enjoyed powerful support in their German- 
speaking dominions, in the duchies above and below the river 
Enns (Ober- und Niederösterreich), as well as in Styria, 
Carinthia and Carniola. Staunchly Catholic Tyrol was the only 
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exception in this respect. In 1568-71 the Emperor Maximilian 
had made important concessions in Lower Austria, which le- 
galised the status of the Protestant parishes in this principality. 
Maximilian had even approved the Prayer Book and liturgy 
which the Protestants were to use. Implicitly these concessions 
applied to Upper Austria as well, although the Protestants 
there had rejected any interference by the Emperor in their 
internal affairs. An officially approved Prayer Book would have 
constituted an interference in their eyes, and so no final settle- 
ment could be reached. In the 1570s the great majority of the 
lords and knights of Upper and Lower Austria were 
Protestants. Nevertheless, the status of Protestantism was not 
secure. The Toleration Edicts signed by Maximilian had been 
granted to the nobility who were allowed to hold Protestant 
services in the chapels of their castles and manor houses. The 
status of Protestant ministers in the towns was much more pre- 
carious, and in fact the most important town in Austria, 
Vienna, remained largely Catholic. Recent estimates suggest 
that even in the 1570s only about 50 per cent of all parishes in 
Upper and Lower Austria were really in Protestant hands.’ 
Thus there was always the potential for a Catholic recovery, 
which could be activated by bishops and priests determined to 
reform their own church and attack Protestantism. In Inner 
Austria, which had been governed by a younger branch of the 
Habsburgs since 1564, such a recovery was already well under 
way by about 1600, although, at the meeting of the Inner 
Austrian Diet in 1578, the Protestant Estates had managed to 
gain even more far-reaching concessions than the Lower 
Austrian Estates had achieved earlier. Faced with the threat of 
Turkish invasions, Archduke Charles had granted freedom of 
worship not only to the nobility but also to the citizens of his 
capital Graz and of three other major cities. However, if the 
Turkish threat had initially been an advantage for the Estates, 
it was later exploited by the Archduke’s Catholic councillors. 
With Turkish troops so close - the distance between Graz and 
the first Turkish outposts in Hungary was hardly more than 
about 100 miles — the Estates could not afford to renege on 
their commitment to pay for the defence of the Inner Austrian 
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principalities. After all, they would have been among the first 
victims of a Turkish invasion. Thus the usual weapon wielded 
by assemblies of the Estates, which was to make the granting of 
supply conditional on a redress of grievances, was ultimately of 
little use here. 

After missionary activities and the foundation of a Jesuit 
university in Graz in 1585 had prepared the ground, the 
Catholic bishops, supported by troops, suppressed all 
Protestant worship in a series of Counter-Reformation cam- 
paigns in 1599-1601. Protestant churches were reconverted 
into Catholic ones or destroyed, non-Catholic religious books 
burned and clergymen sent into exile. Although noblemen re- 
tained their liberty of conscience until 1628 as long as they did 
not take part in Protestant acts of worship, the victory of 
Catholicism was almost complete; only in a few remote rural 
areas did Protestantism survive for a few more decades and in 
some cases until the eighteenth century. 

The political and religious conflicts in Bohemia and the 
other dominions of the Habsburg monarchy which culmi- 
nated in the defenestration of 1618, must be seen in the light 
of these events. The Counter-Reformation in Styria, Carinthia 
and Carniola, largely completed by about 1601, demonstrated 
what the future had in store for Protestants in the Habsburgs’ 
other principalities and kingdoms. When Archduke Ferdinand, 
who had ruled Inner Austria since 1596 (his father Charles 
had died in 1590 but Ferdinand did not come of age until six 
years later), turned out to be the most likely successor to his 
cousin Matthias as ruler of all the Habsburg dominions after 
1612, tensions were bound to mount even further. 

In fact the Habsburg monarchy had already come to the 
brink of collapse in the period 1606-12. The Emperor Rudolf 
II, who had always been susceptible to bouts of deep depres- 
sion, became ever more mentally unbalanced after a serious 
illness in 1599-1600. While his policies became increasingly 
erratic, councillors and personal favourites who supported the 
cause of militant Catholicism gained significantly more 
influence than in the preceding years. The Emperor made the 
mistake of provoking his non-Catholic subjects by gestures 
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revealing his support for the Counter-Reformation, while his 
real policy lacked all unity of purpose and clear direction. 
Matters came to a head after 1604. Rudolf’s unconciliatory 
and at the same time rather weak policies had led to a rebel- 
lion in those parts of the Kingdom of Hungary which were 
under Habsburg rule. The rebels were allied with the Prince 
of ‘Transylvania, a semi-independent principality dominated by 
its Magyar nobility, which the Habsburgs as well as the Turks 
(the latter rather more successfully) claimed as part of their 
sphere of influence.’ They wanted the ancient privileges and 
liberties of the kingdom to be confirmed and insisted on rel- 
igious toleration for non-Catholics. The Emperor’s brother 
Matthias, who had been entrusted with the command of the 
imperial army in Hungary, reluctantly made a number of con- 
cessions to the Hungarian Estates in 1606 including religious 
toleration even for Calvinists. Moreover, as has already been 
mentioned, he signed the Peace of Zsitvatorok with the Turks 
in the same year. 

Rudolf II disapproved of the concessions made to the 
Hungarian Estates and of the treaty with the Turks. Matthias, 
however, had the backing of his brothers Maximilian and 
Albert and his cousin Ferdinand, who had asked him to act as 
head of the German branch of the Habsburg dynasty because 
in their eyes Rudolf was incapacitated. The conflict between 
Rudolf and Matthias soon escalated. Each side tried to mo- 
bilise the Estates against its opponent and some of Matthias’s 
troops even invaded Bohemia in 1608. Rudolf had to cede the 
government of Hungary, Moravia and Austria (the Duchies of 
Upper and Lower Austria) to his brother. In Bohemia, Silesia 
and Lusatia he maintained his position only by making major 
concessions to the nobility and the Estates in general. The 
Letter of Majesty (1609) which Rudolf had to sign to gain 
support against his brother recognised not only Protestantism 
— granting full freedom of worship — but also a long list of 
liberties and rights claimed by the Estates of Bohemia. The 
representatives of the Estates became virtual co-regents and 
their right of resistance was to all intents and purposes legally 
established. What is more, Matthias had to grant similar 
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concessions to the Estates of the principalities in which he had 
managed to establish his rule against that of his brother. The 
way seemed free for the Habsburg monarchy to be trans- 
formed into a confederation of principalities and kingdoms 
dominated by the aristocracy, with the monarch as a mere 
figurehead. 

Matters did not stop there. In 1611 Rudolf recruited troops 
to strengthen his position once more and to fight his brother. 
The commander of these troops was Archduke Leopold, 
Bishop of Passau and Strassburg. The devastation caused by 
Leopold’s army in Austria and Bohemia gave Matthias a 
pretext to invade Bohemia. With the support of the Bohemian 
Diet, Rudolf was forced to abdicate — in fact he was deposed. 
Matthias was accepted or, as the Estates later claimed, elected as 
King of Bohemia in his stead. Rudolf died about a year later. 
He had retained the title of Emperor, but in fact ruled a realm 
which no longer extended beyond the walls of his palace. 

The years 1608-11 had marked the high tide of Protestant 
and aristocratic power in the Habsburg dominions. Legally the 
Protestant Estates had never enjoyed such extensive rights. 
However, at an informal level their position was already being 
undermined. The imperial court, removed to Vienna once 
again under Matthias, now served as a focus for the forces of 
the Counter-Reformation. If the Bohemian Estates had some 
influence on appointments to state offices in the Kingdom of 
Bohemia, for example, advancement at court was completely 
in the Emperor’s gift and here Catholicism was a precondition 
for gaining favour. By granting patents of nobility to reliable 
Catholics or converts, whose number was growing during 
these years, the Emperor and his councillors were able to un- 
dermine Protestant control over the institutions which had 
always been their major stronghold, the Diets and committees 
of the Estates. This was certainly true for Upper Austria and 
even more so for Lower Austria.® 

If Catholicism was on the advance by informal means, the 
chances for a suppression of Protestantism were further en- 
hanced in 1617, when Ferdinand of Styria was crowned as 
King designate of Bohemia. Although Ferdinand was known 
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to be an ardent and intolerant Catholic, Matthias’s advisors 
persuaded the Bohemian Estates to accept the Archduke as 
Matthias’s successor. The Estates did not even assert their right 
to elect the king, a right which they had claimed when Rudolf 
was forced to abdicate in 1611 to be replaced by Matthias, and 
which they had repeatedly though not consistently claimed on 
earlier occasions, in particular during the fifteenth century. In 
1617, however, the official version that Ferdinand had merely 
been accepted by the Estates as the rightful heir, not elected, 
went virtually unopposed. 


The defenestration of 1618 was in many ways a belated answer 
to the carefully stage-managed coronation of 1617, when the 
radical Protestants had been outwitted. The attempt to kill 
those councillors who were most sharply opposed to the con- 
stitutional arrangements based on the Letter of Majesty of 
1609, Martinitz and Slawata, was a sort of pre-emptive strike 
intended to establish the supremacy of the Protestant Estates 
before Matthias’s death and before Ferdinand had a chance to 
impose his will in Bohemia. There had indeed been infringe- 
ments of the privileges granted in 1609: for example, 
Protestant churches built on land which the Catholic Church 
claimed as its property had been closed and destroyed - 
illegally as the representatives of the Estates argued. But these 
measures were more a welcome justification for the revolu- 
tionary act than its real cause, which must rather be sought in 
the fears which all non-Catholics harboured with respect to 
the future. 

The defenestration, though it did not actually result in loss 
of life, certainly made any future compromise between the 
Habsburgs and their opponents difficult, as Count Thurn and 
his supporters had indeed intended. Ferdinand of Styria and 
Archduke Maximilian of Tyrol, the Grandmaster of the 
Teutonic Order, reacted to the events in Prague by having the 
Emperor’s favourite and chief councillor, Cardinal Klesl, ar- 
rested and deported to Tyrol where he was kept as a prisoner. 
Klesl was seen as too weak and too likely to make concessions 
to the rebels. Matthias made some futile protests against 
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Klesl’s arrest, but ultimately had to accept the coup d état. 
Without his chief minister, Matthias, never a strong or ener- 
getic ruler, was paralysed, and political decisions were increas- 
ingly taken by Ferdinand, Matthias’s successor designate. In 
March 1619, the elderly Emperor died a bewildered and iso- 
lated man. Matthias’s death, weak as he may have been as a 
ruler, made a peaceful solution of the Bohemian crisis even 
less likely than before. The Bohemians were faced with the al- 
ternative of either accepting Ferdinand as their King after all, 
or taking the ultimate step of deposing him. On 19 August 
1619 they did indeed pass a resolution deposing him with the 
assent of delegates from Moravia, Silesia and Lusatia. Thus 
unanimity was achieved among the Estates of the dominions 
of the crown of St Wencislaus.” 

At this point their chances of transforming Bohemia with its 
neighbouring principalities into a sort of aristocratic republic 
with an elected monarch, perhaps more as a symbolic than a 
real head, seemed prima facie better than ever. Poland’s consti- 
tutional development during the seventeenth century shows 
that such an aristocratic republic was more than a mere utopia 
in eastern and east-central Europe. The Bohemians found 
support not only in Moravia but also in the ancient centre of 
the Habsburg monarchy, in the Duchies of Lower and Upper 
Austria, as well as in Hungary, and beyond the borders of the 
monarchy, in Transylvania. Ferdinand, Matthias’s heir, was ill 
prepared to confront his rebellious subjects. Nevertheless, the 
Bohemian revolt was crushed within little more than a year. 
The support which Ferdinand received from his allies, Spain 
and Bavaria, was certainly of the utmost importance in helping 
him to achieve a swift victory. But the opposition against 
Ferdinand was never quite as strong and unified as it seemed. 
One of its inherent weaknesses was its inability to rally truly 
popular support, especially outside the towns. In the last 
resort, the interests of the nobility and the peasantry were 
difficult to reconcile. 

One of the best examples of noble attitudes is provided 
by the Calvinist leader of the Protestant nobility in Upper 
Austria, Erasmus von Tschernembl. Well-acquainted with the 
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resistance theories current in Calvinist circles all over Europe, 
he nevertheless denied the right of resistance to those below 
his own rank. During the Upper Austrian peasants’ rising of 
1594-97 he had declared that the rebellious peasants could 
justly be executed merely because they had been disobedient, 
even if they had not actually taken anybody’s life.!” Such atti- 
tudes would not have mattered so much had the tensions 
between nobility and peasantry not been so acute.!! Many no- 
blemen, not just in Upper Austria, but also in the other rebel- 
lious provinces, were afraid that a prolonged civil war would 
destroy the traditional political and social order, and were re- 
luctant to take such a risk in resisting Ferdinand to the last 
ditch. 


The German Princes and Bohemia 


It should be stressed that despite the serious religious and po- 
litical tensions in the Holy Roman Empire there seemed at 
first to be a chance of containing the Bohemian crisis and pre- 
venting a general conflagration. The attitude of the Protestant 
princes in Germany was initially rather cautious, and in many 
cases it became even more cautious as the crisis escalated. The 
fact that the crisis was not contained was ultimately due to two 
factors: Palatine intervention and, paradoxically enough, 
Ferdinand’s weakness. 

The Elector Palatine and in particular his regent in Amberg 
(in the Upper Palatinate or Oberpfalz, a province bordering 
on Bohemia and ruled by the Elector Palatine), Prince 
Christian of Anhalt, had been in touch with the Bohemian op- 
position right from the start. What Anhalt had been trying to 
bring about before 1618 was an international coalition with a 
leading role for the Palatinate and himself, uniting all oppo- 
nents of the House of Habsburg and of Counter-Reformation 
Catholicism. Now the hour for bringing these plans to fruition 
seemed to have struck. Anhalt certainly encouraged the 
Bohemian Estates’ decision to depose Ferdinand in August 
1619. Their further decision to proceed to the election of 
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Friedrich V, the Elector Palatine, as the new King of Bohemia, 
barely two weeks later on 26/27 August, had also initially been 
in accord with Anhalt’s wishes, although at this stage he had 
already begun to doubt the wisdom of his own radical policy.” 
However, whatever doubts Anhalt may have harboured, 
Friedrich accepted the Bohemian crown and was thereby ir- 
revocably committed to open war against Ferdinand of 
Austria. 

This decision finally transformed the Bohemian crisis if not 
into an all-embracing European conflict, then certainly into a 
war in which the future of the Holy Roman Empire was at 
stake. But we must also take Ferdinand’s position into 
account. His attempts to subdue the Bohemians and their 
allies were far from successful. In June 1619 Bohemian troops 
took up their positions before the walls of Ferdinand’s own 
capital Vienna and threatened to lay siege to the town while 
Ferdinand was forced to discuss their grievances with the 
angry representatives of the Lower Austrian nobility in the 
Hofburg. Legend has it that one of the Austrian noblemen, 
Andreas Thonradel, buttonholed Ferdinand and shouted at 
him: ‘Give in, Nandl, or you are done for’. This may indeed be 
a legend, but the remarkable sang-froid which Ferdinand 
showed when the Estates confronted him with their 
‘Sturmpetition’ (literally ‘storm petition’) was real enough.’ 

An unshakeable faith in the justness of his own cause 
coupled with courage, or perhaps just great insensitivity at 
moments of danger, was one of the future Emperor’s most re- 
markable personal traits. In situations such as the confronta- 
tion with the irate noblemen, Ferdinand’s lack of imagination 
may to some extent have worked in his favour. Unable to un- 
derstand the convictions of his opponents, he was equally in- 
capable of imagining the disasters which might befall him if 
he continued to pursue his policy in the face of opposition. 
The steadfastness and resolution which made him so different 
from his cousin Rudolf II enabled him to survive even periods 
of crisis without giving in to his enemies. In the eyes of his op- 
ponents, however, he was the archetype of a tyrant and a bigot, 
and he was indeed extremely intolerant in religious matters. 
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But so were the majority of his contemporaries, whatever their 
religious persuasion.!? 

Nevertheless Ferdinand’s lack of imagination and his alto- 
gether rather mediocre intellect were definitely a disadvantage 
when he was confronted with unfamiliar challenges, and in a 
way the task of governing the whole of the Habsburg monar- 
chy was such an unfamiliar challenge. For about 20 years 
before 1617 he ruled a medium-sized territory, Inner Austria, 
not really larger than the Palatinate or Saxony. Now he was 
the ruler of one of the greatest monarchies in Europe. If he 
was on unfamiliar ground here, this can be asserted with even 
greater justification of his role as Emperor. In fact, it has been 
convincingly argued that Ferdinand never really developed a 
coherent policy for the Empire.!? In a way he was out of his 
depth outside his hereditary lands. This explains to some 
extent why in the later 1620s he took recourse to the same sort 
of purely confessional policy in the Empire which he had pre- 
viously pursued, ultimately successfully, in his own dominions. 
But in the Empire this policy was to lead to disaster. 

During the Bohemian crisis, and in fact for most of the early 
1620s, Ferdinand lacked not only a clear political concept for 
the Empire. More than anything else he lacked the means to 
implement whatever policy he decided to pursue. His attempts 
to regain control over Bohemia proved futile in 1619. What is 
more, the Bohemian Estates, though unable for the time 
being to take Vienna, were about to push Ferdinand back to 
his Inner Austrian stronghold. Moravia, Silesia, Upper and 
Lower Austria, as well as large parts of Hungary occupied by 
troops from Transylvania allied with the Bohemians, were lost 
to the Habsburgs. In this situation Ferdinand could hope to 
defeat his enemies only if he received outside help. Spain had 
already granted Ferdinand considerable financial assistance in 
1618, and within a few months of the fall of the Duke of 
Lerma in autumn 1618, the advocates of an active Spanish 
policy north of the Alps were able to overcome the last opposi- 
tion to intervention in Bohemia and the Holy Roman 
Empire.!® Spanish financial and military support was certainly 
highly important for ensuring Ferdinand ’s political survival in 
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1619-20. In many ways the Elector Palatine had chosen the 
worst possible moment for a confrontation with Ferdinand. 
On the one hand Spain had already decided to give her inter- 
ests in central Europe a higher priority than in the preceding 
years and to prepare for a renewal of the war in the 
Netherlands, but on the other hand this war had not yet 
started again, so that the Spanish monarchy still had enough 
resources available to support Ferdinand in Bohemia and in 
Germany. 

Bavaria was as important an ally as Spain. In October 1619 
Duke Maximilian and the reconstituted Catholic Liga agreed 
to send their army to support Ferdinand. Maximilian, 
however, insisted that after a victory, he should be compen- 
sated for the costs he would incur during the war. The 
Archduchy of Austria or parts of it were to be occupied by 
Maxmilian’s troops as security until Ferdinand reimbursed 
Bavaria for the costs of the military intervention. Ferdinand 
also assured Maximilian, though this was not yet part of a 
formal written agreement, that after the Elector Palatine was 
defeated, Maximilian would be rewarded with substantial parts 
of the Palatine dominions and a transfer of the electoral 
dignity from the Palatine branch of the Wittelsbach dynasty to 
Maximilian’s own Bavarian branch. 

In a word, because Ferdinand was not strong enough to 
crush the Bohemian rebellion himself, he incurred political 
as well as financial debts. Therefore his political creditors, 
Bavaria and to a lesser extent Spain, were able to dictate policy 
to him after 1620. It could be argued that an extension of the 
conflict would have been far less likely had Ferdinand been 
able to deal with the Bohemian rebellion himself, relying on 
his own military and financial resources. For in the last resort 
Ferdinand seems to have cared less about the Empire than 
about his own dominions. 


The preceding remarks have stressed the inherent weakness 
of Ferdinand’s position. In fact, a number of accounts of the 
origins of the Thirty Years War have emphasised that his pos- 
ition would have been untenable without outside help and 
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have stressed the importance of Spanish intervention in par- 
ticular.!” No doubt Spain’s intervention was important. But 
Ferdinand’s fortunes also gradually improved after the 
summer of 1619 for quite a different reason: his in the end 
unanımous election as Emperor on 28 August 1619, hardly 
two weeks after his deposition as King of Bohemia. Palatine 
policy in spring and summer 1619 had really been based on 
the assumption that the election of a new Emperor after 
Matthias’s death in March could be postponed until the 
Bohemian crisis had been resolved and Habsburg power in 
the Empire destroyed or at least severely curtailed. However, it 
was not the Elector Palatine who traditionally organised the 
election of a new sovereign after the death of an Emperor, but 
the Empire’s Archchancellor, the Archbishop of Mainz. 
Needless to say, he was a staunch Catholic and devoted to the 
House of Habsburg. 

Very few Protestants were prepared to take the ultimate step 
of preventing a meeting of the prince electors by force, al- 
though in Heidelberg, the Palatine capital, such plans were 
debated. When the electors did meet in Frankfurt in August 
1619 - the ecclesiastical princes and Ferdinand in his capacity 
as King of Bohemia had come in person, the other electors 
had sent authorised representatives — the Elector Palatine was 
unable to present a plausible alternative candidate to 
Ferdinand. His best bet seemed to be to promote the candida- 
ture of the Duke of Bavaria; the three archbishops who were 
members of the electoral college and who, together with 
Bohemia, held the majority against the Protestant electors, 
would not in any case have voted for a candidate who was not 
a Catholic. However, Maximilian was not prepared to compete 
against Ferdinand. Thus the Archduke and recently deposed 
King of Bohemia (the electors did not recognise the depos- 
ition so that he could cast the Bohemian vote for himself) was 
elected not only by the spiritual members of the college but 
also by Saxony and Brandenburg. Even the Palatine represen- 
tative ultimately had to concur with the majority decision 
of the Kurkolleg, which traditionally tried to achieve a 
unanimous election. 
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From the moment he was elected and crowned Ferdinand 
had an enormous political capital at his disposal. Even without 
an army at all, his authority was considerable. However many 
battles the Bohemians and the troops of the Elector Palatine 
might win, Ferdinand would still be Emperor, whereas a single 
lost battle could easily spell doom for his opponents. Without 
the Emperor’s assent, no legitimate political settlement could 
ever be reached in Germany. This was as true in 1648 as it was 
in 1619. Ferdinand, on the other hand, could outlaw his 
enemies for breach of the Empire’s peace and crimen laesae ma- 
jestatis (high treason), and by carefully exploiting and manipu- 
lating the existing legal framework he could declare whole 
principalities forfeited and use these titles and dominions to 
reward his allies. Never clearly defined and often fragile, the 
Emperor’s authority was nevertheless a factor of considerable 
significance in a political situation as confused as that created 
by the Bohemian rebellion. 

The Elector Palatine now found it increasingly difficult to 
justify his policy in legal terms. Legal scholars favourable to 
his cause argued that the two personae of the Emperor had 
to be distinguished. On the one hand he was the ruler of the 
Holy Roman Empire, on the other a private person, and ac- 
cording to this theory Ferdinand claimed the Bohemian 
crown only as a private person. Thus a nobleman supporting 
the Elector Palatine in a war about the Bohemian succession 
was not guilty of felony or treason against the Emperor. This 
was an important point, for the less powerful princes in partic- 
ular and even more the imperial free knights were frightened 
by the prospect of incurring the Emperor’s wrath.!? But these 
arguments ultimately failed to reassure them. 

From the moment Ferdinand was elected Emperor the 
system of alliances which the Palatine politicians had built 
before up 1618 started to disintegrate. Saxony, the most power- 
ful Lutheran principality, had never been sympathetic to the 
idea of a direct confrontation with the House of Habsburg and 
Catholicism. Johann Georg of Saxony, who would have had 
considerable support in Bohemia, had already rejected an 
offer to be elected King of Bohemia instead of Ferdinand. But 
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he was not going to allow the Elector Palatine, Friedrich, his 
main Protestant rival among the princes of the Empire and a 
Calvinist, to gain Bohemia for himself. After all, this would 
have made Friedrich Johann Georg’s liege lord, for Saxony 
held a number of fiefs of the crown of Bohemia. Johann Georg 
therefore decided early in 1620 to support Ferdinand against 
the Bohemian Estates and their allies. Saxony’s support was by 
no means unconditional. In March and April 1620 Ferdinand 
had made a number of important concessions. The privileges 
which the Protestants in Bohemia, Moravia, Silesia and Lusatia 
enjoyed were to remain inviolate. In other words religious tol- 
eration was to be granted, in as far as those who claimed these 
privileges remained obedient to the Emperor — an important 
qualification which was later used to suppress Protestantism al- 
together in Bohemia and Moravia. Furthermore, the Elector of 
Saxony was to take the Margravate of Lusatia in pledge for the 
repayment of the costs which he would incur during his mili- 
tary intervention in favour of the Emperor. 

More important even than these concessions made to 
Johann Georg personally were the decisions taken at a confer- 
ence of princes supporting Ferdinand’s cause. Most of them 
were Catholic but they also included Johann Georg of Saxony 
and Landgrave Ludwig of Hesse-Darmstadt. The conference 
was held in Mühlhausen in Thuringia in March 1620. Here 
the members of the Catholic Liga declared that they would 
not try to regain former ecclesiastical possessions in northern 
and eastern Germany (in the Lower and Upper Saxon Circle 
of the Empire) by force. This concession, which was particu- 
larly important for the status of the numerous bishoprics in 
the area, which had been secularised or were about to be secu- 
larised, was confirmed by the Emperor. It was a precondition 
for Ferdinand’s success in persuading the Protestant princes 
of northern and eastern Germany to stay neutral, at least for 
the time being, although further attempts to gain their active 
support failed. 

Nevertheless, the decisions taken in Mühlhausen ensured 
that the war which could no longer be avoided would not, for 
the time being, be an all-out religious conflict, at least outside 
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the imperial dominions. In fact, in July 1620 the members of 
the Protestant Union and the princes of the Liga signed a 
treaty of neutrality in Ulm. Under its terms neither side was to 
attack the other, so that the war would be limited, in theory, to 
Bohemia and the Habsburg dominions. This was, of course, 
an arrangement which strongly favoured Ferdinand II, 
Maximilian of Bavaria and their allies. Maximilian remained 
free to intervene in Bohemia and the Rhine Palatinate was in 
no way protected against a Spanish invasion. So why did the 
members of the Union sign the treaty? To some extent the 
French diplomats, who acted as mediators between the hostile 
camps, were responsible for the wording and the contents of 
the treaty of neutrality. At this stage it was the principal aim of 
French policy to prevent the outbreak of a major war in the 
Holy Roman Empire. A Habsburg victory would strengthen 
Spain, France’s old rival and potential enemy, whereas a 
Protestant victory could not be welcome to the French King 
and his councillors, nearly all devout Catholics, either, not 
least because such a victory might well strengthen the 
Protestant opposition within France. After all, the Elector 
Palatine’s predecessor had been one of the most powerful 
patrons of the Huguenots during the French Wars of Religion 
in the sixteenth century.” 

In any case, France was in no way capable of intervening in 
a major European conflict herself. Louis XIII, the French 
King, had gained power in 1617 only by having his mother’s 
favourite, the Italian Concino Concini, assassinated. His 
mother, Marie de Medici, had become regent after the death 
of Henry IV in 1610 and had directed French policy in the fol- 
lowing years, avoiding all involvements in international 
conflicts. Relations between mother and son remained tense 
for a considerable time after Concini’s assassination. In 
summer 1620 troops mobilised by Marie de Medici’s support- 
ers were even involved in a minor battle with the royal army,”° 
and it was only too likely that the dowager Queen’s household 
would become a dangerous centre for a radically Catholic op- 
position should Louis XIII pursue a pro-Protestant foreign 
policy, something which he was not inclined to do at this stage 
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anyhow. He preferred to concentrate on reducing the privi- 
leges of his Protestant subjects in southern France, and in par- 
ticular in Navarra and Béarn. In Béarn, a lordship which until 
1617 was united with France only in a loose dynastic union, 
Protestantism had remained dominant after 1598, the date of 
the Edict of Nantes, and Catholicism was barely tolerated 
there. An armed intervention by the royal army in 1620 estab- 
lished Catholicism as the official religion in Béarn as in the 
rest of France,”! but now the French Protestants, fearing a re- 
vocation of the Edict of Nantes, felt threatened and became 
restive. With civil war a permanent danger, the French deci- 
sion to stay neutral while trying to contain and limit the crisis 
in Germany was probably inevitable. French neutralism, 
however, was bound to shatter the morale of the Protestant 
Union which was.already rather low. 

Not only did France remain neutral, but England and even 
the Netherlands were equally reluctant to support the Elector 
Palatine. The Dutch did support the Elector Palatine finan- 
cially — in 1620 about one-eighth of Friedrich’s troops in 
Bohemia were paid for by the Dutch Republic or were in fact 
Dutch regiments — but in the last resort they had to concen- 
trate their resources on defending themselves against the 
Spanish attack which was expected in 1621 when the truce 
with Spain expired. James I of England, on the other hand, 
had disapproved of his son-in-law’s adventurous policy from 
the very beginning.** What was more, England’s resources 
were hardly adequate to finance a major army on the 
Continent or even to grant Friedrich generous subsidies. 
When it dawned on the Elector’s allies that the network of in- 
ternational alliances which his diplomats had constructed 
during the preceding years was falling apart before the first 
battle had even been fought, their own determination to fight 
against the Emperor and the forces of the Counter- 
Reformation began to evaporate. Largely isolated in Europe, 
the Palatinate began to lose its German allies too. Thus the 
Treaty of Ulm prepared the ground for the decisive victory 
which the Catholic armies were to achieve over the following 
months and, in fact, years. 
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The decline of the Union which ended in its official dissolu- 
tion in May 1621 was to some extent due to the fact that this 
alliance had initially been founded to defend the position of 
the Protestant princes and towns in southern and western 
Germany. It was widely assumed before 1618 that the principal 
theatre of operations in an armed confrontation would be the 
Rhine valley, either the upper Rhine with its patchwork of 
Protestant and Catholic territories, or the lower Rhine as in 
1610-14. Here, outside intervention by the Union’s actual or 
potential allies, the Dutch, English and French, would have 
been much easier. Moreover, these powers would have had a 
much stronger incentive to intervene in this strategically im- 
portant zone than in Bohemia, a kingdom which was too far 
removed from the principal centres of political and military 
conflict in western Europe.” 


The Catholic Triumph 


With the Union neutralised Maximilian was free to send his 
and the Liga’s troops into Bohemia. Friedrich V, the Elector 
Palatine, had been crowned King of Bohemia only in 
November 1619. A year later his troops were defeated by the 
Catholic army in the battle of the White Mountain near Prague 
on 8 November 1620. Friedrich V’s rather inept foreign policy 
and his failure to win allies had certainly considerably ham- 
pered all efforts to defend Bohemia. However, internal dissen- 
sion among the Bohemian Estates, and the fact that the system 
of taxation and administration in the kingdom remained as 
inefficient under the new government as under the Habsburgs, 
had also undermined the Bohemian army’s ability to fight. 
Moreover, the general collapse of order during the Bohemian 
campaign in 1620 and the barbarous behaviour of Catholic as 
well as Protestant soldiers who indulged in looting and other 
excesses had created a climate of social unrest. In some areas 
the peasants had already assembled not only to defend them- 
selves but also to plunder the castles of their lords, and a major 
peasant uprising seemed quite possible.** The prospect of a 
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social revolution further dampened the fervour of Ferdinand’s 
Protestant opponents in Bohemia, and made it impossible 
to mobilise adequately Bohemia’s financial and material 
resources. 

After the battle of the White Mountain Maximilian’s and the 
Emperor’s regiments soon subdued the whole of Bohemia and 
Moravia. It was left to Johann Georg of Saxony to accomplish 
the same in Lusatia and Silesia. The conditions which he 
imposed in these provinces were much less harsh than those 
suffered by Bohemia. The Silesian Estates in particular 
managed to obtain guarantees for their ancient privileges and 
for the survival of Protestantism.” As it turned out these 
promises made by Johann Georg in the Emperor’s name were 
not entirely worthless; they were partially incorporated in the 
Westphalian peace in 1648, so that Protestantism survived at 
least in northern Silesia. 

In contrast to the provinces conquered by the Saxon troops, 
Moravia and especially Bohemia were subjected to a savage 
campaign of repression which was to last for several years. ‘The 
leaders of the Bohemian Estates who had not been able to 
escape were executed. Protestantism was suppressed during 
the 1620s, contrary to the spirit if not to the letter of the 
promises Ferdinand had given Johann Georg.”° Moreover, 
entire sections of the old established elite were expropriated 
and their possessions distributed among Ferdinand’s support- 
ers or sold off to them at bargain prices. The lower nobility 
(Ritterstand) , to some extent already in decline before 1618 for 
economic reasons, was now largely marginalised politically 
and socially. For the next two centuries the Austrian duchies as 
well as Moravia and Bohemia were to be dominated by a 
Catholic aristocracy of noble magnates with close links to the 
imperial court which shaped their mentality and culture. 
Although a number of native families who had always re- 
mained loyal to the old church, or had converted to 
Catholicism in time before 1618, continued to hold their own, 
many members of this aristocracy were of foreign origin, 
hailing from other parts of the Habsburg monarchy, from 
southern Germany, Italy, or even Spain or Ireland.?” 
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Such were the long-term consequences of the battle of the 
White Mountain. The more immediate problem facing 
Ferdinand and his allies after the victory, however, was how to 
deal with Friedrich V. The Elector and temporary King had 
fled Bohemia immediately after the battle of the White 
Mountain, but he was not yet prepared to abandon his claim 
to the Bohemian crown entirely, and even less inclined to 
accept the probably quite harsh punishment which Ferdinand 
was likely to inflict on him - for example a transfer of the 
Upper Palatinate and possibly even of the electoral title to 
Maximilian of Bavaria. Although Spanish troops had already 
started to advance on the Lower Palatinate in 1620 and had 
occupied a number of towns west of the river Rhine, Friedrich 
and his councillors could hope that their military position 
would improve once the main theatre of operations shifted 
away from Bohemia towards the Rhine valley. 

In spite of the gradual dissolution of the Protestant Union, 
Friedrich could still count on a number of allies in this area, in 
particular the Margrave Georg Friedrich of Baden-Durlach and 
the Landgrave of Hesse-Kassel. England and the Dutch States 
General, which had failed to send help in any substantial way 
in 1620, were also more likely to mobilise assistance now that 
what was at stake was not only the fate of Protestantism in the 
Habsburg dominions, but the very constitution of the Holy 
Roman Empire and the balance of power in central Europe. 
However, Friedrich and his advisers had once again miscalcu- 
lated their chances of success. It was fatal for his political for- 
tunes that an international political alliance capable of 
intervening in Germany was not formed until 1624-25. 

The Dutch were too busy defending themselves against 
Spain, which had been putting considerable pressure on their 
borders since the resumption of hostilities in spring 1621, to 
intervene in Germany on any considerable scale. In fact the 
fall in January 1622 of the fortress of Jülich, which had been 
garrisoned by Dutch soldiers since 1610 and was now besieged 
by Spanish troops, would have made Dutch intervention in 
Germany almost impossible anyhow. Only when the war 
moved to north-western Germany did the States General take 
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a more active part in the struggle in the Empire. But even 
then their contribution was largely limited to financial support 
and providing the Elector Palatine’s disintegrating forces with 
a safe haven in the Netherlands where they could regroup and 
support the Dutch in their fight against Spain, or gather 
enough strength to renew the war in Germany. Ihe Elector 
himself took refuge in The Hague, provisionally in 1621 and 
permanently the next year, and here his court-in-exile was es- 
tablished. It became an important point of contact for mili- 
tant Protestants, many of them exiled, from all over Europe 
throughout the 1620s. 

But the war in the Netherlands and the war in Germany re- 
mained by and large two distinct conflicts. Certainly Spain was 
engaged in both, but repeated attempts by Spanish diplomats 
to persuade the Emperor, the Catholic German princes, and 
even Protestant rulers and towns to join the Spanish monar- 
chy in its fight against the Dutch, were never really successful. 

If the Palatinate could expect little help from the Dutch in 
1621, appealing to James I of England for help proved equally 
futile. Although about 2,000 English soldiers were sent to 
strengthen the defences of the the Palatinate in 1620, James 
had not yet given up his dream of being Europe’s peacemaker. 
Moreover, he himself, the various factions of his court (includ- 
ing his favourite George Villiers, Marquess and later Duke of 
Buckingham, and the Prince of Wales) and the Parliament as- 
sembled in 1621 were at cross-purposes about the political 
strategy most suitable for countering the Habsburg advance in 
Germany. 

Thus Friedrich V was once more left to his own devices. In 
fact, Count Ernst of Mansfeld, a well-known military entrepre- 
neur who had already fought for Friedrich in Bohemia, 
managed to recruit more than 40,000 soldiers in Alsace to 
defend the Palatinate in 1621. During the 1620s Mansfeld was 
to gain a considerable reputation as a commander who could 
assemble large armies on the cheap in a short time, but who 
was also liable to lose these troops in an even shorter time 
through wastage, sickness and desertions, and who was reluc- 
tant to risk the regiments he had assembled in battle. In 
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1621-22 Mansfeld’s army was supported by smaller contin- 
gents under the command of Georg Friedrich of Baden and 
Christian of Brunswick — the Protestant administrator of the 
Bishopric of Halberstadt, who was a great admirer of Elizabeth 
Stuart, Friedrich V’s wife, and a reckless adventurer, like many 
younger sons in search of glory and a hereditary principality 
of his own. 

None the less, the Protestant troops were no match for the 
army of the Catholic Liga commanded by Count Jean 
Tserclaes Tilly. Tilly, a veteran who had served his military ap- 
prenticeship in the Spanish army of Flanders and in the 
Habsburg army in Hungary, had already beaten the Protestant 
forces in Bohemia in 1620 and had occupied the Upper 
Palatinate around Amberg in 1621. Now, in his campaign 
against Mansfeld and his allies, he could count on the support 
of the Spanish troops operating mainly on the left bank of the 
Rhine. As the Margrave of Baden, Christian of Halberstadt 
and Mansfeld proved incapable of co-ordinating their opera- 
tions, the Margrave of Baden and Christian were defeated sep- 
arately in the battles of Wimpfen (6 May 1622) and Höchst 
(20 June 1622). Mansfeld’s position became untenable. 
Officially dismissed by the Elector Palatine, he decided to 
retreat to the Netherlands together with Christian and the 
remnant of his troops. The Lower Palatinate was now lost. 
Heidelberg was taken in September, Mannheim in November. 
Whereas the western part of the Electorate left of the Rhine 
was occupied by Spanish troops, the eastern districts came 
under the control of Maximilan of Bavaria, the head of the 
Liga. Maximilian had already occupied the Upper Palatinate 
the year before and he clearly hoped to secure this province 
and at least parts of the Lower Palatinate for himself and his 
heirs. 

The Elector Palatine had in fact been officially outlawed by 
the Emperor in early 1621. Normally a proper trial had to be 
held in the Chamber Court in Speyer or the Aulic Council in 
Vienna before a prince of the Empire was outlawed. At least 
the imperial proclamation against the culprit had to be ap- 
proved by the Estates of the Empire in the Imperial Diet, or if 
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the Diet was not sitting, by the prince electors. However, the 
lawyers advising Ferdinand II argued that a trial was unneces- 
sary in cases where the crime was ‘notorious’. Not even the 
consent of the prince electors need be obtained, they sug- 
gested. A mere memorandum by the Aulic Council assessing 
the merits of the case was sufficient. The Emperor had at first, 
for political reasons, hesitated to accept this argument, but 
after Friedrich’s defeat in Bohema he was duly declared an 
outlaw.”® This entitled Ferdinand - or so it could be argued at 
least — to confiscate Friedrich’s forfeited fiefs, possessions and 
dignities. This was an important point. It gave the Emperor a 
chance to reward his allies, in particular Maxmilian of Bavaria, 
but also created a precedent for punishing other ‘rebels’ later. 
The imperial sentence against the Elector Palatine in January 
1621 showed that the war had already begun to change the 
constitutional balance in the Holy Roman Empire in the 
Emperor’s favour. 

For the time being, however, the Duke of Bavaria benefited 
most from Friedrich V’s defeat. Ferdinand had already trans- 
ferred Friedrich’s electoral dignity to him in secret in 
September 1621. In February 1623 Maximilan was officially in- 
vested with the title of Prince Elector in Regensburg, where 
an assembly of princes (Deputationstag) had met. However, 
Ferdinand did not yet dare to tranfer the dignity of elector to 
the Bavarian Wittelsbachs in perpetuity. For now only 
Maximilian was to bear the new title.*” A return of the title to 
the Palatinate branch of the Wittelsbach dynasty remained 
possible. This was a concession the Emperor had to make in 
the face of opposition among the Protestant princes and even 
among some moderate Catholics to the transfer of the elec- 
toral dignity. Furthermore, the Spanish ambassador had tried 
to prevent the fatal decision altogether; Philip IV of Spain and 
his advisors knew that relations with the former Elector 
Palatine’s father-in-law, James I of England, were bound to 
suffer if Friedrich were permanently reduced to the status of a 
landless outlaw stripped of his titles.” 

In 1623, however, there was little Friedrich could do to 
counter the imperial decision. He did manage to assemble an 
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army once more with Dutch support. While Mansfeld advanced 
eastwards from the Netherlands and took up a position in 
Eastern Frisia near the Dutch border, Christian of Halberstadt 
tried to move southwards with about 21,000 men. He planned 
to enter Bohemia, where he hoped to join forces with the 
Prince of Transylvania, Gabriel Bethlen. Bethlen had taken up 
the fight against the Habsburgs once again and, supported by 
troops which the Turks had supplied, managed to invade 
Hungary — where he could count on local support — and 
Moravia. 

However, Tilly had already moved to northern Germany 
with superior forces before the fresh Protestant offensive got 
off the ground. Christian of Halberstadt decided to retreat to 
the Netherlands but he was stopped by Tilly’s forces at 
Stadtlohn, in the territory of the Bishop of Münster near the 
Dutch border, on 6 August 1623. Christian’s army was totally 
defeated and only a few thousand of his troops managed to 
escape into the Netherlands. In Eastern Frisia Mansfeld was 
wise enough to disband his army early in 1624 before worse 
could befall him, or rather, before lack of supplies and money 
made his position totally impossible. 

After Stadtlohn, the war in Germany was over for the time 
being. Without outside support none of the German princes 
was really able to confront the victorious army of the Liga. On 
the other hand, the calm which returned after 1623 was de- 
ceptive. The balance of power in the Holy Roman Empire had 
changed so drastically since 1618 that this in itself was likely to 
provoke Friedrich V’s former allies outside Germany and 
other European powers to intervene. Moreover, during the 
years 1619-22 the theatres of operations had been areas tradi- 
tionally under imperial control or the Emperor’s influence — 
his hereditary dominions and southern Germany where he 
had always had a great network of clients at his disposal. 
However, northern Germany, where Tilly’s troops were gar- 
risoned in 1624, and the areas east of the river Elbe were a dif- 
ferent matter. Here armies fighting for the Roman Catholic 
Church and imperial authority were moving on more difficult 
ground. Northern and eastern Germany were not only areas 
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where Protestantism was very firmly entrenched, they were 
also regions where in a manner of speaking the imperial writ 
did not run in the sixteenth century. With the important ex- 
ception of electoral Saxony, the Emperor had always had few 
clients and allies there. There were probably even fewer after 
the reign of Charles V, who had at least had a powerbase in 
the Low Countries bordering on north-western Germany. 
Thus, although Ferdinand and Maximilan had been victor- 
ious throughout the early 1620s, no permanent settlement of 
the issues which had fuelled the conflict so far, or had been 
raised during the course of the war, was yet in sight in 1624. 
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1629: 


COUNTER-REFORMATION 
AND HABSBURG SUPREMACY 


Germany and Europe in 1629: The Edict of Restitution, 
Ales and Mantua 


The series of victories which the Catholic armies had achieved 
between 1620 and 1624 was to be continued during the fol- 
lowing five years. At the same time more and more countries 
were drawn into the war. In the early 1620s the war had not yet 
been a genuinely European conflict. It had focused on two 
principal issues: the struggle for power in the Empire and the 
Dutch-Spanish war which was renewed in 1621 after the 
expiry of the truce. Moreover, these two issues had remained 
largely distinct, as has already been emphasised. Certainly, 
Spanish troops fought in the Palatinate as well as against the 
Dutch, and the States General gave support, mostly financial 
and logistical, to the Elector Palatine and his allies. But no 
major Dutch army had come to the rescue of the Palatinate 
nor could the Spanish count on the active support of the 
German Catholic Liga against the Dutch. From 1624 onwards, 
however, the conflict was increasingly internationalised. 
Powers such as England and Denmark, and ultimately France, 
too, which so far had stayed on the sidelines, took up arms at 
last and tried to redress the military and political balance in 
central Europe. With these new participants the issues domi- 
nating the conflict became ever more complex and intricate. 
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The complicated pattern of alliances and counter-alliances in 
the later 1620s, one of the most crucial and most eventful 
phases of the war, may often seem confusing. The political 
problems of this period are, however, easier to understand if 
we look first at the essential changes which the military and 
diplomatic confrontations of these years brought about; that 
is, if we take a closer look at the political situation in Europe 
at the end of the 1620s, and then return to the events of the 
preceding years. 

In more than one sense the year 1629 was a watershed in 
the course of the Thirty Years War. It both marked the apogee 
of Habsburg power in Europe and saw the first signs of its 
decline. The association between the Habsburgs and the cause 
of the Counter-Reformation was re-affirmed and made explicit 
in the Edict of Restitution in 1629. None the less it now came 
under increasing strain. These stresses were visible not only in 
the armed confrontation between Spain and France, two 
Catholic powers, in northern Italy after 1628, but also in 
severe tensions between Bavaria and the Emperor at the end 
of the 1620s. Furthermore, the military commitments under- 
taken by Spain proved to be too expensive to sustain for a 
country with ultimately rather limited economic resources. 
Thus the series of defeats which the Protestant princes in 
Germany and later the great Protestant powers of northern 
Europe had suffered in their struggle against the Habsburgs 
and against their Catholic opponents was about to come to an 
end in 1629. This was the very moment when the Emperor's 
effective authority in Germany seemed greater than ever, and 
when Spain seemed to have a chance to deal a fatal blow 
to her Dutch enemies with help from the imperial army, and 
possibly even an imperial navy. 

What was at stake in the late 1620s was on the one hand the 
position of the Habsburg powers, and on the other the fate of 
Protestantism. Was Europe to be dominated by the Spanish 
and German branches of the Habsburg dynasty? The victories 
which armies fighting for the Emperor continued to achieve 
in Germany after 1624 seemed to be laying a secure founda- 
tion for permanent Spanish and imperial hegemony in 
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Europe. At the same time, the victories won by Spanish or 
imperial troops during the 1620s were also victories for the 
cause of the Counter-Reformation, and battles won by other 
Catholic armies, in particular the troops of the Catholic Liga 
in Germany, tended to favour Spanish and imperial interests, 
at least indirectly. As events were to show after 1628, however, 
this equation of the interests of the House of Habsburg with 
the cause of Catholicism was too much at odds with the re- 
quirements of realpolitik to work in the long run. Not only 
major Catholic powers, especially France, but also Catholic 
rulers of lesser status, such as the Duke (newly created Prince 
Elector) of Bavaria, were very much aware that their interests 
were ultimately incompatible with the political objectives 
pursued in Madrid and Vienna. Moreover, even Ferdinand II, 
the Emperor, and Philip IV, the Spanish King, found it in- 
creasingly difficult to co-ordinate their policies, each having 
clearly distinct political priorities. 

Nevertheless, in the years immediately before 1629 these 
fissures in the structure of the Catholic-Habsburg alliance had 
not yet become sufficiently visible to change the course of the 
war. In fact, in 1627-28 co-operation between the various 
Catholic princes of Germany and Europe appeared to be 
closer and more effective than ever. During the late 1620s the 
religious antagonism had, prima facie at least, finally become 
the dominant element in the war, which by now involved most 
European powers. It was a struggle in which Spain and France, 
despite the continuing tensions between them, had at least 
one enemy in common: England. 

In the early 1620s England had remained neutral, as had 
other Protestant powers, in particular the Scandinavian king- 
doms, Denmark and Sweden. From the mid-1620s on, 
however, the Protestant camp had gradually become more 
coherent, at least outside the borders of the Empire. England 
had entered the war against the Habsburgs in 1624-25, fol- 
lowed by Denmark. In the second half of the 1620s the great 
Protestant powers of northern Europe — the Netherlands, 
England and Denmark, but not Sweden — came together in an 
alliance which was at once anti-Habsburg and anti-Catholic. 
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However, their opponents, the Catholic powers, had also 
achieved a greater degree of unity. Whereas France, neutral in 
the early 1620s, had moved towards the brink of open war with 
Spain in 1624-25, the leading French minister, Cardinal 
Richelieu (appointed in 1624), had decided to take a less 
hostile stance towards Spain in early 1626; French domestic 
problems had reasserted their primacy. In fact, in early 1627 
relations between England and France deteriorated rapidly 
while at the same time religious tensions within France esca- 
lated once more. The result of these developments had been 
an alliance between England and the French Huguenots, and 
open warfare between France and England during the years 
1627-28. For a short time a general rapprochement seemed pos- 
sible between France and Spain. It was favoured more than 
ever for religious reasons by the French dévots, who still 
exerted considerable influence at the Bourbon court at this 
stage. In March 1627 France and Spain signed an offensive al- 
liance and pledged mutual support in their struggle against 
England. Olivares, the leading Spanish minister, as well as 
Richelieu saw this alliance very much as a tactical move, a 
mere temporary expedient, but Olivares did in fact decide to 
send a naval squadron to La Rochelle in autumn 1627 to 
support Louis XIII’s troops. However, the squadron arrived 
too late in the year to be of any real assistance.! 

Given the dominant position of the religious factor in inter- 
national politics during the admittedly brief period 1627-28, it 
was only logical, or so at least it must have seemed at the time, 
that the conflict between Protestantism and Catholicism in 
Germany, which had always been an important element in the 
war, would also be expressed more openly than before. And in 
fact the Emperor Ferdinand II went a long way towards finally 
transforming the war in Germany into an all-out religious 
conflict early in 1629. 

On 28 March 1629, after a long and virtually unbroken 
series of Catholic victories on the battlefields of central 
Europe, Ferdinand II had a document published all over 
Germany which was to have a potentially revolutionary impact: 
the Edict of Restitution. It provided for all ecclesiastical rights 
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and possessions secularised since 1552, the year of the signing 
of the peace treaty of Passau on which the Religionsfriede 
of 1555 was based, to be returned to the Roman Catholic 
Church. This applied in particular to the great prince- 
bishoprics of northern Germany which had come under the 
control of Protestant ‘administrators’ before 1618 — normally 
members of the neighbouring princely dynasties. However, a 
large number of monasteries and their property were also af- 
fected. The background to the Edict of Restitution and its 
impact will be discussed later (see below, pp. 94-8). 

What needs to be emphasised here once more is that the 
edict was very much in tune with the turn taken by interna- 
tional relations in Europe in the late 1620s. It was the logical 
climax of a drift towards ever sharper antagonism between 
Protestantism and Catholicism all over Europe - or so it must 
have seemed at the time. However, at the very moment when 
the edict was being promulgated and published in the Empire, 
the structure of the conflict in western and southern Europe 
had already begun to change again. The Emperor’s lawyers 
and theologians who had prepared the edict in 1628 had 
clearly not foreseen these changes. Or at least they had under- 
estimated their impact which was to transform the edict into a 
political miscalculation of gigantic proportions. If a chance for 
a concerted religious crusade against Protestantism all over 
Europe ever existed, it was already gone by spring 1629. The 
seemingly clear confessional frontlines of the years 1627-28 
were blurred once more. 


In France, Louis XIII’s army had on 29 October 1628 taken 
the most important Huguenot stronghold, La Rochelle, which 
had been besieged since 1627. Repeated attempts by the 
English fleet to lift the siege of the town had all failed. In fact, 
England decided to withdraw from the conflict with France in 
April 1629 (Anglo-French Peace of Susa) and abandoned the 
French Protestants to their fate. The bitter but brief con- 
frontation between France and England was now over. What is 
more, exactly three months after Ferdinand II’s edict called 
the status of Protestantism in Germany into question, in 
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France the French King passed the Edit de Grace of Alés 
(28 June 1629). Like the Edict of Restitution, the edict of Alés 
dealt with the relationship between Catholics and Protestants. 
However, whereas Ferdinand’s edict threatened the very 
survival of Protestantism in Germany, the Edict of Alés re- 
established the peace between Protestants and Catholics in 
France which Henry IV had achieved at the end of the 1590s, 
although it also modified the earlier arrangements consider- 
ably. The Huguenots had to make great sacrifices after the mil- 
itary confrontations of the 1620s and the fall of La Rochelle. 
They had to abandon all their fortresses and strongholds and 
they lost their political autonomy. Nevertheless their status as a 
religious community remained, for the time being at least, 
intact. 

Admittedly the comparison between the situation in 
Germany and France is of limited validity. In France the 
Protestants were a comparatively small minority comprising 
about 4—5 per cent of the population. To disarm them without 
fuelling an endless confessional war was much easier than in 
the Empire, where most of the more powerful secular princes 
and almost the entire population of eastern and northern 
Germany were Protestants. Nevertheless, the fact remains that 
the confessional conflict which had gained a considerable mo- 
mentum in France in the 1620s was successfully defused in 
1629. France was once again free to pursue an active foreign 
policy, although the extent to which alliances between France 
and Protestant powers were legitimate remained a subject of 
heated debate and acrimonious political conflict among 
French Catholics throughout the 1630s and even later. 

The fact that Cardinal Richelieu had managed to extricate 
France from domestic and international conflicts which had 
been fought primarily along religious lines meant that at the 
very moment when Ferdinand II’s commissioners began to 
enforce the Edict of Restitution, this policy could no longer 
count on the tacit or open support of Catholic Europe as a 
whole. The assumptions about the nature of European politics 
on which the edict had rested became invalid at the very 
moment of its publication. While Ferdinand II gave priority to 
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the cause of the Catholic Church over other political consider- 
ations, France was about to enter a war against the foremost 
Catholic power of Europe, Spain, thus pursuing a policy dic- 
tated more by reason of state than by religious orthodoxy. 


In December 1627 the Duke of Mantua in northern Italy had 
died without direct heirs. A French nobleman, Charles de 
Gonzague, Duke of Nevers, a distant relation of the late Duke 
of Mantua, had the best claims to the Duchy and the 
Marquisate of Montferrat, also ruled by the Dukes of Mantua. 
Both Montferrat and Mantua, although fairly small principali- 
ties, were strategically important as they controlled the access 
to the Lombardian plain from east and west. The Spanish, who 
governed the Duchy of Milan and had dominated most of Italy 
for many decades, considered Nevers, the prospective heir of 
these principalities, plausibly enough as a French ally or client. 
They were not prepared to abandon their sphere of influence 
in northern Italy or even to grant France a foothold in this 
area, which they had always jealously guarded against the 
influence of all other powers. However, dislodging the Duke of 
Nevers and his troops from Mantua and Montferrat proved to 
be more difficult than the Spaniards had anticipated, as both 
the city of Mantua and the most important town in Montferrat, 
Casale, were important fortresses difficult to take by assault. 
The position became even more complicated in military terms 
when France, which saw Nevers as the rightful heir, refused to 
forego this chance to curb Spanish power in northern Italy and 
decided to intervene. A French army crossed the Alps in 
February 1629 to oppose the Spanish forces. Although the 
Mantuan war ended in 1631 with the Peace of Cherasco which 
confirmed the Duke of Nevers as ruler of Mantua and 
Montferrat, the conflict between Spain and France which had 
begun in 1629 was to continue in one form or another - 
diplomatic manoeuvres, war by proxy, minor military opera- 
tions during the years 1631-35 and all-out warfare thereafter — 
until 1659, longer than the war in Germany.” 

Thus Europe in 1629 offers a picture with many contrasting 
elements. In Germany an attempt was made to impose a peace 
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settlement based on the undisputed military superiority of the 
Catholic armies, which would have been unacceptable even to 
those Protestant princes and Estates which had so far re- 
mained largely loyal to the Emperor, or at least neutral. In 
France, on the other hand, we see a decisive defeat of the 
Huguenots and their English allies, but also the return of a 
more lasting peace between the confessional groups. This was 
in itself the precondition for a profound change in French 
foreign policy. Now, for the first time since 1618, France was 
prepared to confront Spain directly in war, if necessary. 

At the same time England made its exit from the scene by 
concluding peace with France (April 1629) and Spain 
(November 1630). Charles I of England’s attempt to influence 
the course of events on the continent by military intervention 
during the period 1625-28 had failed. It was not repeated 
during the 1630s, despite all the pressure exerted by court fac- 
tions and sections of the political nation favouring a more 
active pro-Protestant foreign policy. The objectives which 
England had pursued in the later 1620s — the defence of the 
Protestant cause everywhere in Europe; a restoration of 
Charles I’s brother-in-law, the Elector Palatine, to his title and 
dignity; and a destruction of Spanish hegemony in Europe 
and, possibly, the New World — had proved too ambitious. 

Like Charles I, another Protestant king, Christian IV of 
Denmark, also had to admit defeat in 1629. In the peace treaty 
of Lübeck (7 July 1629) he managed to maintain his position 
outside the Empire and in the Duchy of Holstein but largely 
lost his influence in northern Germany, in the Circle 
(Reichskreis) of Lower Saxony. The attempt to form an alliance 
against the Habsburg powers and to dislodge them at least 
from northern Germany had failed. 


The Failure of the Anti-Habsburg Coalition 1625-1629 


What were the reasons for this defeat? Clearly, the anti- 
Habsburg coalition which had slowly emerged in 1624-25 was 
torn right from the outset between the conflicting aims of a 


80 


1629: Counter-Reformation and Habsburg Supremacy 


confessional war — promoting such aims promised maximum 
support at home, at least in England — and a more conven- 
tional cross-confessional dynastic alliance which would include 
Catholic princes. These conflicting aims bedevilled English 
policy during the years 1624—29 in particular. In many ways 
the resources which the Stuarts had at their disposal to inter- 
vene in the war were inadequate anyway. Indeed, in the 1630s 
the Stuart monarchy was to be considered a quantité négligable 
at most European courts, with the exception perhaps of 
Madrid, where considerations of naval strategy loomed larger 
than in Vienna or Munich. Nevertheless, in the mid-1620s 
England was uniquely qualified to take the lead in a Protestant 
alliance against the Habsburgs. At a time when Spain was 
about to shift the weight of her operations against the Dutch 
to naval warfare, the invervention of the English fleet could 
make a real difference to the balance of forces at sea. From a 
comparatively secure position and with the remaining prestige 
of the successor to the Queen who had withstood Spain in 
1588, the English King, still Europe’s potentially most power- 
ful Protestant monarch, could therefore encourage, support 
and finance the military activities of other powers in central 
Europe. 

If England had hesitated before 1624 to take a firmer line, 
this was due not only to James Is invincible desire for peace, 
but also to the hope that a settlement with Spain might still be 
reached without a war. Spain’s interest in the Palatinate, the 
main bone of contention from the English point of view, was 
indeed limited. Although the Lower Palatinate — the districts 
left of the Rhine were occupied by Spanish troops — was of 
considerable strategic importance for Spanish supply routes 
along the Rhine, Madrid may have been prepared to abandon 
the occupied territory provided it received sufficient guaran- 
tees for the security of the Spanish position along the Rhine.’ 
However, a solution of the Palatinate problem was impossible 
without Bavarian co-operation, for it was Maximilian of 
Bavaria who occupied the eastern half of the Lower Palatinate 
and all of the Upper Palatinate, and who had been officially 
invested in 1623 with the electoral title of the outlawed Count 
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Palatine. Spain was not really capable of forcing Maximilian of 
Bavaria to abandon his conquests. Nor was Madrid willing, or 
even perhaps able, to exert enough pressure on Ferdinand II 
to persuade Maximilian to agree to a solution which was ac- 
ceptable to Friedrich V, the (former) Elector Palatine, and 
England. 

In fact, the heir to the English throne, the Prince of Wales 
(later to be King Charles I), and King James’s favourite, the 
Duke of Buckingham, found out for themselves that negotiat- 
ing with Spain was fruitless. In a rather unorthodox move they 
had travelled to Madrid in spring 1623 to win a Spanish bride 
for Charles and to secure the restoration of the Elector 
Palatine, Charles’s brother-in-law. But the negotiations proved 
to be abortive. After their return to England in October 1623, 
Charles and Buckingham were determined to go to war with 
Spain in order to take revenge on the Spaniards who had 
humiliated them in Madrid, to restore the Elector Palatine, but 
also to resist any further growth in Habsburg power in Europe.‘ 

The problem was finding allies for such a policy, both in 
England and abroad. Charles and Buckingham needed allies 
at home because the ageing King, James I, continued to 
oppose any major military engagement. Thus a considerable 
amount of political pressure had to be exerted to persuade 
him to break off any further negotiations with Spain. This was 
only possible by mobilising public opinion (that is, primarily 
the opinion of the ‘political nation’, the social and political 
elite) for war. In fact, Charles and Buckingham went even 
further. When Parliament met in March 1624 to grant the nec- 
essary taxes for the impending struggle with the Habsburgs, 
they encouraged members of both Houses to criticise the 
King’s peaceful foreign policy. They also supported an attempt 
to bring down the King’s most important councillor opposing 
war, the Lord Treasurer Cranfield, by means of a parliamen- 
tary impeachment. Cranfield was indeed eliminated politically 
and had to resign.° 

But in their attempt to mobilise enthusiasm at home for war 
against Spain — an enthusiasm which was indispensable if 
Parliament was to be persuaded to grant enough taxes to 
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finance the war — Charles and Buckingham unleashed political 
forces which they were ill equipped to control. Their appeal to 
anti-Popery, the widespread fear and hatred of the Roman 
Catholic Church, created political expectations which they 
were unable to fulfil. The war which they wanted to wage 
against Spain was not intended to be a religious crusade. On 
the contrary, France was to be won as England’s ally, and to 
cement this alliance Charles was to marry Louis XIII’s sister, 
Henrietta Maria. This was classical dynastic policy. But a King 
who was married to a Catholic and who had signed a marriage 
contract granting some degree of toleration to his wife’s co- 
religionists in his own kingdom was hardly the ideal champion 
of the Protestant cause. Nor were the Duke of Buckingham’s 
credentials as a militant Protestant any better. As Charles’s 
principal advisor, as he had been his father’s favourite, he was 
largely held responsible for the voyage to Madrid in 1623 and 
for the attempt to marry Charles to a Spanish Infanta — a mar- 
riage which was anathema to all those raised in the anti- 
Spanish and anti-Catholic tradition going back to the reign of 
Elizabeth I. Yet it was this very tradition to which Charles and 
Buckingham had to appeal in 1624-25 to legitimate their 
policy in England. 

Of course, the problem of combining a foreign policy in- 
spired more by ‘reason of state’ than religious fervour with the 
necessity of legitimating it at home in confessional terms was 
not unique to England. Richelieu was to experience similar 
problems to some extent in France in the 1630s (see below, 
pp. 117-25). Nevertheless, it was particularly difficult to find a 
solution to this question in England. England had only a very 
small Catholic minority — although the majority of the King’s 
subjects in Ireland were Catholics — but the confessional iden- 
tity of the Church of England had remained somewhat 
dubious ever since the late 1550s when Elizabeth I had once 
again dissolved the links with Rome which her sister Mary had 
re-established. Was the Church of England part of an interna- 
tional Protestant community whose centre was in continental 
Calvinism? Or was England rather to follow a via media 
between Rome and Geneva?’ 
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James I had managed to shelve these questions about 
England’s true religious identity for most of his reign, but the 
Catholic offensive in central Europe had caused many militant 
Protestants in England to ask whether their own church and 
their own country were armed for the — possibly final — battle 
with the forces of darkness and, indeed, the Antichrist, which 
they saw closing in on them. The theological and ecclesiastical 
compromises which they had been prepared to tolerate in 
earlier years now seemed far less acceptable.® Tensions were 
exacerbated by the fact that there was also an opposing move- 
ment in the English church which wanted to stress the dis- 
tance between continental Protestantism and the Church of 
England more strongly than in the past. Members of this 
movement, often called Arminians, did so partly for theologi- 
cal reasons, but probably also because the dangerous radical- 
ism of continental Calvinists seemed all the more disturbing at 
a time when this radicalism threatened to involve England in a 
war which did not affect her true interests — as those in 
England who still preferred peace with Spain to co-operation 
with the Dutch believed.” 

Charles I soon discovered that the confessional and political 
passions which his decision to go to war with Spain had un- 
leashed at home actually reduced England’s ability to win this 
war. Parliament had already been reluctant to grant adequate 
supply for a war against Spain during his father’s reign in 
1624. At this stage James I’s visible lack of commitment to a 
warlike policy and the less than clear aims of a military inter- 
vention may have further dampened the never very pro- 
nounced enthusiam for a costly war. But no really satisfactory 
grants of parliamentary subsidies were made in later years 
either: domestic tensions, fuelled at least to some extent by 
the distrust which Charles’s and Buckingham’s religious 
stance inspired, were partly responsible for this attitude. 

Before his death in April (N. St.) 1625 James I had in any 
case preferred to avoid an open confrontation with Spain. He 
decided to spend the little money he had been granted for the 
war on recruiting an expeditionary force which the ubiquitous 
Count Mansfeld was to lead against the Catholic forces in 
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Germany. This strategy proved to be a disaster. France’s ex- 
pected co-operation was withheld when Richelieu discovered 
that James I was still determined to avoid open war with Spain. 
Mansfeld’s hastily recruited troops, badly trained and 
equipped and ill supplied, were dumped on the Dutch shore, 
where they died in their hundreds and thousands in the 
winter of 1624-25.!° When Charles I succeeded James I, he 
decided to attack Spain directly after all and to concencrate 
on a naval campaign. The lack of supplies was, however, still a 
problem, as the Parliament of 1625 had granted only two par- 
liamentary subsidies. The English and Dutch fleet’s attack on 
Cadiz in November 1625 resulted in another defeat. Cadiz was 
now much better defended than in the Elizabethan period, 
and the English forces had not seen battle for more than 
20 years. 

In the meantime, attempts to forge an alliance with France 
foundered. Since May 1625 Charles had been married to 
Henrietta Maria, Louis XIII’s sister, but he was not able to get 
active French support. Richelieu was initially interested in 
closing the strategically important Alpine valley of the 
Valtelline, which connected the Spanish Duchy of Milan with 
the Tyrol, to Spanish troops. But other issues now took prior- 
ity. In January 1625 the latent conflict between the French 
crown and Huguenot noblemen and towns had escalated once 
more, and a French alliance with Protestant powers such as 
England or the Dutch was hardly helpful for the attempt to 
subdue the Huguenots. Instead France decided to seek a set- 
tlement with Spain. In the Treaty of Monzon (March—May 
1626), the French abandoned the Valtelline which was now 
open once more to Spanish troops and supplies. 

Instead of a wider anti-Habsburg alliance, a narrower coali- 
tion had to be formed. The Dutch and the English had 
already signed an offensive alliance in September 1625. This 
alliance was extended three months later by the accession of 
Denmark. The Hague alliance of December 1625 formalised 
earlier agreements between England and Christian IV of 
Denmark who had already been promised support for his cam- 
paign against the Catholic Liga and the Emperor. Initially, in 
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1624 and at the beginning of 1625, the English and Dutch 
diplomats had still hoped to gain the King of Sweden, 
Gustavus Adolphus, for the war against the Habsburgs as well. 
But Gustavus had demanded much more extensive English 
military and financial support than Christian IV as the price 
for his troops intervening in Germany. Given the parlous state 
of the English crown’s finances, the cheaper Danish offer had 
been preferred. Gustavus Adolphus was not prepared to co- 
operate with his Danish rival and inveterate enemy even under 
the auspices of an international Protestant alliance. Instead he 
resumed his war against Poland which was to keep his troops 
busy until September 1629. As it turned out, however, England 
proved incapable of fulfilling even her limited treaty obliga- 
tions towards Denmark. Having been denied supply by 
Parliament in 1626, Charles I decided to levy a forced loan, ın 
other words to impose disguised taxation without parliamen- 
tary consent. Enough money could be scraped together in this 
way to finance the navy, but not enough to pay the promised 
subsidies to Denmark." 

In the meantime, relations with France had deteriorated 
further and in spring 1627 Charles and Buckingham decided 
to go to war with France. Initially in 1624-25, when England 
had decided to abandon her neutrality, the war had had three 
objectives: to reinstate the Elector Palatine, to contain 
Habsburg power in Europe, and to defend the Protestant rel- 
igion. The last objective, though it loomed large in domestic 
justifications for the war, was probably the least important for 
its architects. Now in 1627, with England fighting principally 
against France (the war against Spain dragged on at the same 
time without major battles), to all appearances only the rel- 
igious objective remained. In reality, naval competition 
between England and France also played its part in the crisis 
which led to the Anglo-French war. Another factor was 
Buckingham’s personal chagrin caused by France’s apparent 
refusal to honour her obligations as England’s ally. 

Although the House of Commons had accused Buckingham 
in 1626 of having abandoned the French Protestants, and, 
indeed, of having helped the French King in his war against 
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them, his military support for the Huguenot stronghold La 
Rochelle did not really make him any more popular. Many 
were now inclined to see the war against France as the Duke of 
Buckingham’s private affair, and described the army as ‘the 
Duke’s faction’ under arms.!” The constitutional conflicts 
which England’s intervention in the European war had pro- 
voked could be patched up for the moment when Parliament 
met once more in spring 1628, but military success remained 
elusive. The Duke of Buckingham was assassinated in August 
1628 by an officer influenced by the widespread hatred for the 
favourite. The English fleet nevertheless tried once more to 
relieve La Rochelle but to no avail. In October 1628 the 
Protestant fortress fell to the French army commanded by 
Richelieu in person. 

As there was no longer any point in continuing the war 
against France, Charles I might have returned to the original 
fight against Spain, but with the imperial and Catholic forces 
victorious all over Germany prospects for a restitution of the 
Elector Palatine were now even worse than they had been four 
years before. Moreover, the mutual distrust between the King 
and large sections of the political nation represented in 
Parliament which had built up during the preceding years did 
not augur well for England’s ability to wage war. Charles there- 
fore decided to dissolve Parliament in March 1629 and to seek 
peace not only with France but also with Spain. 

England’s intervention in the war had failed. Moreover, the 
war had re-opened the debate on the true identity of the 
English church, which James had managed to mute at least 
until the early 1620s. It was this debate which proved to be 
more destructive than anything else for domestic peace in 
England, and which was to make a considerable contribution 
to the outbreak of civil war in England thirteen years later in 
1642. In some ways this war can be seen as a delayed result of 
England's brief participation in the European power struggle, 
in which many people in England continued to take a keen 
interest after 1629.'° 

With England paralysed, or at least weakened, by domestic 
strife since early 1626 and war with France since 1627, the 
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Stuarts’ principal ally in northern Europe, Christian IV of 
Denmark, found himself in a very uncomfortable position. 
The Treaty of the Hague with England and the States General 
had stipulated that England was to make monthly payments of 
£30,000 (120,000 Taler) to maintain Christian IV’s army, 
England’s own troops in northern Germany and Count 
Mansfeld’s army which, having been reformed after the terri- 
ble losses suffered in the winter of 1624-25, had taken up pos- 
itions in Eastern Frisia. Further subsidies were to be paid by 
the Dutch (20,000 Taler per month) and by the French who 
made a promise later separately in a different, more informal 
agreement. As it turned out, Christian himself received only 
about 547,000 Taler from the English crown during the years 
1625-28, and very little of this after 1626. Admittedly more 
English payments were made to Mansfeld and to an English 
regiment fighting in northern Germany, but English expend- 
iture for the war in northern Germany still probably fell about 
two-thirds or maybe even three-quarters short of the expected 
sum.'? 

Dutch and especially French payments (534,000 and 
716,000 Taler respectively in the period 1625-28) were made 
more promptly and came closer to the sum, smaller than the 
English share, initially promised. However, this could not dis- 
guise the fact that Christian IV’s position was comparatively 
weak. This was all the more true as the Danish Estates, which 
had little sympathy for the ambitious policy pursued by 
Christian in his capacity as Duke of Holstein, refused to 
finance the King’s military adventures. He therefore had to 
rely largely on the income from his demesnes and the custom 
tolls levied at the Sound in Elsinore. Admittedly, he had 
managed to get himself elected military commander of the 
Circle of Lower Saxony in April 1625. This Reichskreis was 
indeed his stronghold. Not only was he Duke of Holstein, he 
also controlled either personally or through members of his 
family, the territories of the Bishoprics of Verden and 
Halberstadt. Moreover, his son possessed an expectancy, as co- 
adjutor to the present prince-bishop, for the important see of 
Bremen, which like other ecclesiastical benefices was being 
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transformed into a secular principality. Nevertheless, support 
from the other members of the Lower Saxon Circle, in partic- 
ular the several branches of the ducal families of Brunswick 
and Mecklenburg, was lukewarm. 

The first military encounters between the troops of the Liga 
under Tilly’s command and Christian IV’s army in summer 
1625 remained inconclusive. Both sides felt that they were too 
weak for a major battle. When hostilities recommenced in 
1626, however, Tilly’s position had improved considerably 
while Christian’s had deteriorated. Nervous about the 
outcome of the war in northern Germany, Maximilian of 
Bavaria had asked the Emperor to take part in the war with an 
army of his own. So far Ferdinand had limited his military ac- 
tivities mostly to his own hereditary lands and their eastern 
border in Hungary, where the Prince of Transylvania posed a 
permanent threat. He now entrusted the Czech nobleman, 
Albrecht von Wallenstein (or Waldstein), with the command 
of a new imperial army to be recruited by Wallenstein himself. 
Born in 1583, Wallenstein had belonged to the minority of 
Bohemian and Moravian noblemen who had supported the 
Habsburgs in their fight against the Protestant Estates in 
1618-20. Having converted to Catholicism in his youth, he 
had benefited enormously from the destruction of the 
Protestant elite after the battle of the White Mountain, when 
he had acquired vast estates, the former property of Protestant 
noblemen now outlawed and expropriated. Thanks to his 
enormous fortune he was able to pay for the initial recruit- 
ment of the new army himself without any major payments 
from the Imperial Treasury, at least for the time being (see 
below, pp. 157-9). 

Wallenstein’s new army, growing within a short time to a 
strength of about 50,000 men (though not all were stationed 
in northern Germany) changed the balance of military forces. 
Although Wallenstein’s men were ill-trained, they were 
sufficiently effective to beat those of Count Mansfeld — so far 
the unrivalled master in the art of recruiting vast armies 
cheaply and quickly. In April 1626 Mansfeld attempted to 
prevent Wallenstein’s troops from crossing the river Elbe by 
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taking the imperialists’ bridgehead at Dessau, but failed. 
Wallenstein turned the battle into a disastrous and bloody 
defeat for Mansfeld. However the old condottiere, having lost 
three-quarters of his army of 20,000 men, was able to assemble 
new regiments within a couple of weeks, partly by uniting his 
forces with those of other Protestant commanders. He now 
turned south-eastwards and attacked Silesia. In a series of 
forced marches his troops, or what was left of them after this 
tour de force, reached Moravia in August 1626. Mansfeld was 
closely followed by Wallenstein, but he hoped to unite his 
army in Moravia or Hungary with the Transylvanian troops 
commanded by Gabriel Bethlen. 

The ‘Transylvanian prince had once again attacked 
Habsburg Hungary, but as before he lacked the stamina for a 
protracted campaign, all the more so as the Turks, on whose 
protection and support he relied, had suffered a severe defeat 
in the eastern part of their empire in Baghdad in 1626. The 
Persian army had beaten back the Sultan’s troops which had 
tried to reconquer southern Mesopotamia. Unable to risk 
another major conflict on the western border of their empire, 
the Turks refused to support Gabriel Bethlen. Bethlen signed 
a treaty with the Emperor in December 1626 in Bratislava 
(PreBburg) which ended the hostilities once more. This left 
Mansfeld’s remaining regiments, numbering hardly more 
than 4,000 or 5,000 men, stranded. The condottiere himself 
tried to leave the scene of his defeat via Ragusa but died en 
route near Sarajevo. The regiments which he had left in 
Upper Silesia maintained their position for a while, but they 
were too isolated and too few in number to pose a real threat, 
and they were forced to surrender by the imperial army the 
next year. 

Meanwhile, Christian of Denmark had been beaten decisively 
by Tilly at Lutter am Barenberge on 26 August 1626. A number 
of strong fortresses in Holstein and in the Archbishopric of 
Bremen garrisoned by Christian’s troops delayed the final 
Danish defeat, but in 1627 when Wallenstein’s forces, growing 
all the time, advanced into Holstein, Christian’s fate was sealed. 
His infantry had to surrender in September in Eutin; his cavalry 
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followed a month later, after having retreated north to Jutland. 
Christian was defeated once and for all. The Danısh Islands, 
however, not to mention Norway and Scania (both under 
Danish rule), were beyond Wallenstein’s reach because he had 
no fleet. This fact, as well as the fear of a direct Swedish inter- 
vention in Germany and the outbreak of war in northern Italy 
in 1628, which required imperial intervention, explains why 
Christian ultimately managed to gain comparatively favourable 
terms in his negotiations with the Emperor. The prince- 
bishoprics which he had tried to claim for members of his 
family in northern Germany were lost, but the Peace of Lubeck, 
signed in July 1629, left Christian’s possessions north of the 
Elbe — Holstein, Schleswig and Jutland - intact. 

The Dukes of Mecklenburg who, in contrast to other 
Protestant princes in northern Germany, had supported 
Christian to the end, partly because parts of their duchy were 
occupied by Danish troops, lost their entire principality which 
the Emperor declared forfeited through felony and treason. 
In vain did the nobility of Mecklenburg protest that their 
dynasty had governed their country for nearly a thousand 
years (which was somewhat exaggerated).'” The Dukes were 
sent into exile. Their duchy, however, was not, like the 
Palatinate earlier in the war, given to another princely dynasty 
which had been more loyal, but to the imperial general 
Wallenstein, who was created Duke of Mecklenburg in 1628. 
This was not only a convenient way of rewarding the victorious 
commander and of repaying, at least partly, the enormous 
debts which the Emperor owed him, but it was also a revolu- 
tionary act.!® If the Emperor could advance his servant, a 
mere Bohemian nobleman, to the status of a prince of the 
Empire and entrust him with the government of an ancient 
duchy (the Princes of Mecklenburg had been created Dukes 
in 1348), he could just as well reduce the princes of the 
Empire to the status of mere subjects and servants. With the 
investiture of Wallenstein as Duke of Mecklenburg, Ferdinand 
II had already begun to overreach himself. But the inherent 
weakness of the Habsburg position in Germany and Europe 
was not to become fully apparent until 1629-30. 
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The defeat of Denmark had removed the last obstacle to 
Catholic and Habsburg ascendancy in northern Germany. 
Nevertheless, the victories won against the Protestant alliance 
proved to be far less decisive in the long run than they seemed 
at the time. The continuing fragility of the Habsburg position 
was due to a combination of factors. Particularly important 
were the failure of the Habsburgs to match the power of their 
opponents at sea, crucial to the progress of the Spanish-Dutch 
war; the growing tensions between the Emperor and his 
Catholic allies in Germany; and the final alienation of 
Protestant loyalty and neutrality in the Holy Roman Empire as 
a result of the Edict of Restitution. 

Olivares and the Spanish Council of State planned to shift 
the main thrust of the war against the Dutch away from land 
to naval warfare, and to introduce measures designed to stran- 
gle the Dutch economy as early as 1625. This strategy 
promised to be less costly than an offensive on land, which 
Spain could no longer finance. After the fall of the Dutch 
fortress of Breda to Spanish troops in June 1625, a victory of 
high symbolic but little real military significance, celebrated 
by Velazquez in his famous painting, the Spanish army in 
Flanders and Brabant had been reduced in size. It gradually 
lost its capability to mount a major offensive on its own.” 

Instead the Dutch economy was to be destroyed by breaking 
the trade links between the Netherlands and the rest of the 
world on land as well as at sea. This was a rather ambitious 
plan, but the victory of the imperial and Catholic armies ın 
northern Germany in 1626-27 seemed to offer some chance 
of success in this respect. Olivares tried to gain the co- 
operation of Wallenstein’s and Tilly’s armies for a major of- 
fensive to attack the rear of the Dutch lines. Moreover, 
Wallenstein was to occupy a number of harbours in northern 
Germany which were to serve as naval bases for a Spanish- 
imperial fleet to be supported by Polish ships if possible. The 
intention was to cut the Dutch off from the Baltic, one of their 
most important areas of trade. The co-operation of the 
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German Hanseatic towns, in particular Hamburg and Lübeck, 
was essential for this plan to succeed, and Spain was prepared 
to offer the Hanseatic towns special trading privileges within 
the Spanish Empire in Europe and overseas to win their 
support.’® But it was clear that any sort of Spanish presence in 
the Baltic would provoke Sweden which had so far remained 
neutral. Moreover, towns like Hamburg and Lübeck, strongly 
fortified and therefore capable of defending themselves 
against the imperial forces, were reluctant to antagonise the 
Protestant powers of northern Europe, who were not only im- 
portant trading partners, but also their only possible allies in 
case the Emperor and the armies of the Catholic Liga should 
try to re-establish Catholicism in northern Germany. 

Wallenstein himself, though appointed ‘General of the 
Oceanic and Baltic Seas’ by the Emperor in February 1628, 
pursued the project of a naval offensive, so dear to the 
Spanish, only half-heartedly. He did try to occupy Stralsund, 
an important harbour on the Baltic coast opposite the island 
of Rügen, but the siege of the city in 1628 (May-July) was 
abortive. Stralsund, supported by Danish and Swedish troops, 
held out against the imperial army. The failed siege of 
Stralsund further strengthened the resolve of those Hanseatic 
towns which had not yet been occupied to resist co-operating 
with Spain and the Emperor. 

The failure of the far-reaching Spanish plans for a con- 
certed effort to destroy Dutch naval power in the Baltic was, 
however, only one of many setbacks Spanish policy suffered 
during these years. The reduction in the number of Spanish 
troops in the Netherlands gave the Dutch a chance to go on 
the offensive themselves and with the outbreak of war in 
northern Italy at the end of 1627 the Spanish position was 
further weakened, as supplies and reinforcements, needed 
more urgently in the South, failed to materialise. Despite 
help from imperial troops under the command of Count 
Montecucculi in summer 1629, the Spanish army proved 
unable to defend the important fortress of s Hertogenbosch, 
which fell to the Dutch in September 1629. Overseas in the 
Indies the war was taking an even more disastrous turn for the 
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forces of the Spanish Empire. In September 1628 Piet Hein, 
the Admiral of the Dutch West Indies Company, had captured 
the Spanish treasure fleet off the coast of Cuba in Matanzas 
Bay. This surprise coup improved the Company’s finances con- 
siderably and thus created the basis for further and more am- 
bitious campaigns in Central and South America. These were 
to result in the occupation of Portuguese north-eastern Brazil 
by Dutch forces in February 1630. The immediate impact of 
these Dutch victories in the New World on events in the Old 
may have been limited, but the need to mount an extensive 
counter-attack in the Caribbean and in South America made it 
even more difficult for Spain to finance the war in Europe, 
which was clearly overstretching her resources.!” 


This, however, was not yet fully apparent in early 1629, and at 
least in central Europe the Habsburg position still seemed 
secure. This explains to some extent why Ferdinand II now 
decided to commit himself to a more radical Counter- 
Reformation policy in the Reich than before by signing the 
Edict of Restitution mentioned above (see pp. 76-7) in 1629. 
It was ratified on 6 March and published on 28 March. 
Officially the edict was only an interpretation of existing law, 
in particular the Religious Peace of Augsburg of 1555. In fact, 
however, it assumed the character of a new law superseding 
the Peace of Augsburg, at least in some respects, without 
officially denying its validity.”’ As a legislative act the edict was 
revolutionary in itself, regardless of its contents, for in the 
Empire new laws could be passed only by the Emperor in con- 
junction with the Imperial Diet, not by a mere imperial fiat. 

If Ferdinand’s attempt to claim powers which no other 
Emperor before had enjoyed in the last hundred years was dis- 
quieting enough for the German princes, the regulations of 
the edict were even more disturbing for those among them 
who were Protestants. Not only was ecclesiastical property sec- 
ularised after 1552 to be returned to the Church, but it was 
feared that the status of former monasteries which had been 
dissolved or transformed into hospitals or similar institutions 
by Protestant princes before 1552, but which had claimed to 
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be independent of territorial jurisdiction and subject to no 
ruler but the Emperor at some stage in the late Middle Ages, 
would now also be disputed. Many Protestant territories would 
thus have been forced to come to terms with the existence of 
rich and powerful Catholic ecclesiastical corporations within 
their borders, and some would have been virtually dismem- 
bered. Protestant worship remained legal in the Empire after 
28 March 1629 — as long as it was Lutheran and not Calvinist, 
for the edict had expressly outlawed Calvinism — but it was 
clear that in the long term Protestants were to be reduced to 
the status of a politically powerless minority. 

In retrospect, the decision to pass and enforce the edict was 
a fatal error of judgement. The success of the Habsburg 
armies in the Empire during the first decade of the war would 
have been much more difficult, if not indeed impossible, to 
achieve had the Protestant camp been united. The neutrality 
and at times even support of Protestant princes such as the 
Landgrave of Hesse-Darmstadt, the Elector of Brandenburg, 
and more important than any body else, the Elector of Saxony, 
had been indispendable for achieving Ferdinand II’s object- 
ives in the Empire. Although Brandenburg and Saxony were 
by and large not directly affected by the edict, it was only too 
likely that they would be alienated by such a radical measure. 
So why did the Emperor provoke these princes by endorsing 
potentially unlimited Catholic claims to secularised former 
church property all over Germany?*! 

Some of Ferdinand’s councillors had indeed warned him 
against such measures, which would turn the constitutional 
and political conflict in Germany into a straightforward rel- 
igious war. He had been advised to concentrate on strengthen- 
ing his position in the hereditary lands; to exploit the relative 
weakness of the Sultan in Hungary; and to avoid all measures 
which would increase his dependance on Maximilian of 
Bavaria, whom many councillors in Vienna saw as an inveterate 
though secret enemy of the Habsburgs.** But paradoxically, 
fear of an open conflict with Bavaria probably contributed to 
Ferdinand’s endorsement of a strict Counter-Reformation 
policy in the Empire. This policy was now the lowest common 
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denominator for further co-operation with Bavaria and the 
Catholic ecclesiastical princes. Furthermore, constitutional 
traditions prevented the Emperor from incorporating the 
confiscated territories of outlawed princes into his hereditary 
dominions. If, however, former Catholic bishoprics were re- 
stored to their status as ecclesiastical principalities, there was 
nothing to stop the Emperor from having members of his 
family elected as prince-bishops, thereby extending Habsburg 
power into northern Germany. Thus Ferdinand’s son Leopold 
Wilhelm could expect to take over the important Archbishoprics 
of Magdeburg and Bremen, for example. 

A final point must be mentioned. As Wolfgang Seibrich has 
recently emphasised, in those areas of the Empire occupied by 
Catholic troops a piecemeal restoration of ecclesiastical prop- 
erty had already been under way before 1629. But it was the 
prince-bishops who benefited from this restitution or (as in 
the Upper and Lower Palatinate, for example) institutions and 
congregations favoured by secular Catholic rulers and under 
their direct or indirect control, not necessarily the older 
monastic orders which had been the original owners of the 
secularised property. These orders with their manifold ancient 
privileges were considered too independent-minded and, as 
they were often of amore contemplative character, not aggres- 
sive enough in the fight against heresy. Ferdinand could not 
really have an interest in strengthening the power of the 
bishops as territorial rulers, or of the secular Catholic princes. 
By endorsing a process already under way, however, he could 
hope to gain control over its future progress in order to 
prevent the autonomy of the territorial princes in the Empire 
from being consolidated further. Furthermore, by stressing his 
role as supreme judge in all questions relating to the status of 
religious communities and their institutions in the Empire, he 
enhanced his own authority.” Finally, we should not forget 
that at the time, the Counter-Reformation policy endorsed by 
the Edict of Restitution seemed to be in line with the overall 
pattern of events in Europe in 1627-28, a period which had 
seen a hardening of confessional frontlines in international 
conflicts (see above, pp. 75-8). 
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None the less, the price Ferdinand paid for this move was 
high. Protestant princes who so far had been prepared to co- 
operate with him, in particular Saxony, became increasingly 
restive. Their later support for Sweden was at least partly moti- 
vated by fear that Ferdinand, reneging on the promises he had 
given in Mühlhausen in 1620 about the Protestant possessions 
in the Upper and Lower Saxon Circles,“ would suppress 
Protestantism in the Empire altogether, or at least reduce the 
Protestants to the status of a barely tolerated minority.” The 
example of the Counter-Reformation in Bohemia, Moravia 
and the Austrian Duchies, where Protestant worship had been 
largely eliminated in the years before 1629 and many 
Protestants sent into exile, could not be very reassuring. 

If the Edict of Restition had been designed to appease 
Bavaria, it clearly failed to achieve this objective. Maximilian 
with his ecclesiastical allies had indeed consistently promoted 
the cause of a Catholic restoration and a restitution of ecclesi- 
astical property in the years before 1629. He had all the more 
reason to do so because he feared that negotiations for an 
eventual peace settlement would jeopardise his position in the 
Upper and Lower Palatinate and his claim to the formerly 
Palatine electoral dignity. He had indeed been confirmed in 
these possessions and as hereditary Prince Elector by the 
Emperor in February 1628 in exchange for the return of 
Upper Austria (occupied by Bavaria since 1620) to direct 
Habsburg government. Nevertheless the prospect of peace 
between England and Spain, which was becoming more likely 
since the outbreak of hostilities between France and England 
in 1627, was worrying because Spain would have been only too 
glad to sacrifice Bavarian interests to such a settlement. If, 
however, the Emperor could be persuaded to endorse the 
restitution of all ecclesiastical property secularised after 1552, 
a genuine compromise settlement in the Empire leading to 
the restoration of the Elector Palatine would be rendered 
much more difficult, not to mention the fact that Calvinism, 
which the Elector Friedrich V professed, was outlawed by the 
edict so that the Palatinate was excluded from any future 


peace anyhow.”° 
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Thus the Edict of Restitution certainly met some of 
Maxmilian’s demands, but he nevertheless remained dissatisfied 
with the course of imperial policy. With most other Catholic 
and Protestant princes of the Empire he remained irritated by 
_ the enormous power wielded by Wallenstein as imperial 
general. Wallenstein now had an army of more than 100,000 
and perhaps, if we take official figures at their face value, up to 
150,000 men; this was a much larger force than the 30,000 to 
40,000 men which the Liga kept under arms.?’ Wallenstein’s 
army was to a large extent paid for by contributions which the 
general’s soldiers ‘collected’ or rather extorted from the popu- 
lation of provinces in which they happened to be garrisoned. 
Thus most German principalities, regardless of whether their 
rulers had fought for or against the Emperor, had to pay for the 
imperial army.*° This in itself ensured that the imperial general 
became the most hated man in Germany, but opposition to him 
was further increased by widespread fears that Ferdinand II 
might use his army to stamp out any resistance to his au- 
thority.”” Wallenstein’s promotion to the status of Duke of 
Mecklenburg was widely seen as an ominous sign in this context 
and as a breach of traditional constitutional practice. 

Opposition to Wallenstein which had been articulated on 
more than one occasion during the period 1627-29 culmi- 
nated in June/July 1630, when the prince electors or their del- 
egates met in Regensburg. The feeling against the general was 
particularly strong at this time because of the policy Ferdinand 
II had pursued during the past year. He had decided to send 
about 50,000 of Wallenstein’s soldiers to Italy to support the 
Spanish troops trying to take Mantua in spring 1629. Among 
the Catholic princes, let alone the Protestants, an alliance with 
Spain which involved the Empire in war in northern Italy 
and — predictably — the Netherlands as well, and would 
prolong hostilities indefinitely, was extremely unpopular. 
Then as later, the princes were very reluctant to foot the bill 
for a Habsburg policy which they saw as purely dynastic and 
detrimental to the interests of the Empire, not to mention the 
fact that even Catholics feared that Spain was determined to 
undermine the German princes’ ‘liberties’.”’ Radical measures 
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seemed to be called for. The electors therefore now de- 
manded Wallenstein’s dismissal as general and the reduction 
of the imperial army to less than a third of its actual size, that 
is from about 120,000-150,000 to some 40,000 men.*! Without 
his most important commander and virtually irreplaceable 
military entrepreneur, Ferdinand II would be unable to un- 
dertake any further military adventures, or so they hoped. 

Surprisingly enough, Ferdinand II agreed to comply with 
the prince electors’ demands and dismissed Wallenstein in 
August 1630. Bavaria was already involved in negotiations with 
France about an alliance, officially defensive in character but 
clearly directed against Spain and at least implicitly the 
Emperor as well, and Maximilian was thus able to exert a 
certain amount of pressure on Ferdinand. Moreover 
Ferdinand wanted his eldest son, the future Ferdinand III, to 
be elected King of the Romans (Emperor designate) which 
was impossible without the prince electors’ goodwill. But all 
this is insufficient to explain the Emperor’s decision to surren- 
der the tool which was indispensable if he wanted to impose 
his will on the princes of the Empire. 

Part of the explanation is probably that under the influence 
of some of his advisors Ferdinand had already begun to dis- 
trust Wallenstein, who would have been difficult to control 
should he decide to demand ever greater rewards for his ser- 
vices. In addition, having committed himself to a strictly 
Catholic policy through the Edict of Restitution, Ferdinand 
had to consider Wallenstein’s army, among whose soldiers and 
even commanding officers there were many Protestants, as less 
than reliable even if Wallenstein himself should remain loyal.” 
But in the last resort Ferdinand’s compliance with the wishes 
of the electors showed that he had no plans to transform the 
Empire into an absolute monarchy. He was not prepared to 
commit himself irrevocably to a policy which would have led 
to open military conflict with most princes of the Empire in- 
cluding the Catholic ones. Such a commitment would have 
been inevitable if he had maintained Wallenstein’s army, if 
only for the simple reason that this army was just too large and 
costly to be maintained for merely defensive purposes. 
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Having avoided open conflict with Bavaria and the other 
princes by dismissing Wallenstein, who accepted his fate with 
surprising equanimity, Ferdinand had to appoint Tilly, the old 
general of the Catholic Liga, joint commander of his own and 
the Liga’s forces. The Emperor may have thought that he had 
thus saved the chance to reach some sort of lasting peace in 
the Empire at last. A peace treaty with France concluded in 
Regensburg shortly afterwards, in October 1630, against the 
wishes and to the great chagrin of Ferdinand’s Spanish allies 
but in compliance with the demands of the German prince 
electors, seemed to remove a major obstacle to such a settle- 
ment. In spite of the sack of Mantua, which had recently been 
taken by the imperial army, the Emperor was to recall his 
troops from Italy and promised to invest Charles de 
Gonzague, the Duke of Nevers, with the Duchy of Mantua. 
France also agreed to recall her troops and further promised 
not to assist the Emperor’s enemies in any way, either militar- 
ily or financially. Had the French promise been kept this 
would have been an important point, for in July 1630 Gustavus 
Adolphus with his troops had set foot on Usedom, an island 
off the coast of Pomerania. However, Richelieu repudiated the 
Treaty of Regensburg, which had indeed been signed without 
his prior consent. The war in Italy continued until 1631 (en- 
gaging imperial troops), and France gave Sweden the financial 
support she needed, contrary to the terms of the Regensburg 
agreement. Ferdinand’s policy thus turned out to be based on 
a number of serious miscalculations. He had antagonised even 
the most cautious and moderate Protestants by the Edict of 
Restitution, had dismissed the general and his army who 
might have been able to oppose the Swedes successfully, and 
in the final resort had abandoned Mantua, freshly conquered 
by imperial troops, to the French without gaining anything 
substantial in return. 
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1635: An ABORTIVE PEACE 


The Swedish Intervention 1630-1635 


The years after 1629 saw a rapid and dramatic collapse of the 
Habsburg and Catholic position in Germany, for the reasons 
outlined in the previous chapter. Not only the war for Mantua 
but also Sweden’s intervention in 1630 totally changed the 
course of events. The dominant role which Sweden was to play 
during the later phase of the war in Germany was in many 
ways quite astonishing. Sweden was a comparatively small 
country with fewer than 1.5 million inhabitants (including 
Finland and the Baltic provinces of Estonia, Ingria and 
Livonia). The degree of urbanisation was very limited: essen- 
tially Sweden was a country of farmers and peasants, though in 
the years before 1630s the Swedish gun foundaries had 
achieved an outstanding position in the European arms 
markets, supplementing Sweden’s extensive exports of iron 
and copper ore. The Swedish mines were rich in these miner- 
als, and foreign immigrants had provided the skills which the 
native population lacked, necessary for producing guns. 
Moreover Sweden largely controlled trade in the eastern 
Baltic, which provided the Swedish crown with substantial rev- 
enues from customs duties levied in the harbours of Estonia 
(conquered between 1561 and 1582), Ingria (conquered 
1617) and Livonia (conquered in the 1620s). 

During the 1620s Sweden had remained neutral (apart from 
military support for Stralsund) and had concentrated her mili- 
tary efforts on the war against Poland going back to the turn 
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of the century. Although England and the Netherlands had 
tried to establish an alliance with Sweden in the mid-1620s, 
these plans had foundered on the rivalry between Sweden and 
Denmark and on Sweden’s excessive — as Charles I of England 
thought — demands for subsidies. Nevertheless, as early as 
1627-28 the King of Sweden, Gustavus Adolphus, and his 
Chancellor, Axel Oxenstierna, had come to the conclusion 
that in the long term Sweden could not stay out of the conflict 
in Germany.! Concern for the fate of the Protestants in 
Germany and the liberties of the Germany princes did not at 
this stage loom large among the motives for intervening in the 
war. Rather, it was the presence of a large imperial army on 
the coast of the Baltic in Mecklenburg and Pomerania and, 
for a time, Schleswig-Holstein and Jutland as well, which 
Gustavus Adolphus and his advisors found disconcerting. 
Moreover, though imperial and Spanish plans to create an im- 
perial fleet in the Baltic came to nothing in the years 1627-29, 
there was no guarantee that the Emperor would not one day 
be able to gain the support of the Hanseatic towns for his mar- 
itime policy after all, and thus threaten the political and eco- 
nomic ascendancy for which Gustavus had laid the 
foundations since his accession (1611). 

However, at the heart of the King’s concern about the impe- 
rial presence in northern Germany was probably the impact 
this presence might have on Sweden’s relations with Poland. 
Since the turn of the century Sweden had been in conflict 
with Poland. This conflict was sometimes interrupted by tem- 
porary truces but never entirely resolved. It was at once polit- 
ical, dynastic, economic and confessional. In 1587 Sigismund 
Vasa had been elected and crowned King of Poland; after the 
death of his father John HI of Sweden (in 1592) Sigismund 
legally became King of Sweden too. However, as a Catholic he 
was unpopular in his country of origin and was ousted by his 
uncle Duke Charles of Sodermanland. All attempts by 
Sigismund to regain power in Sweden failed and in 1604 
Charles was crowned King of Sweden. However, Sigismund, 
who was to rule Poland until his death in 1632, never entirely 
abandoned his claim to the Swedish crown, which his son and 
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successor, Wladislaw, continued to uphold. The ensuing ten- 
sions between the two countries were further exacerbated by 
the claim both kingdoms laid to the Baltic provinces of 
Estonia and Livonia. These provinces with their great har- 
bours (in particular Riga and Reval/Talinn) were important 
for Sweden because they gave her control over a large share of 
the exchange of goods between Russia and the rest of Europe 
and also provided her merchants with much-needed access to 
international trade.” On the other hand Sigismund of Poland, 
having already abandoned Sweden, was not at all willing to 
abandon rich Livonia as well. 

Open hostilities between Poland and Sweden commenced in 
1600. Though they died down after 1605 and were settled tem- 
porarily by intermittent truces, they resumed in earnest in 
1617, and, after another truce, once more in 1620-22. In 1626 
Sweden had largely conquered Livonia and the Swedish army 
now attacked the Poles in Prussia at the mouth of the Vistula. 
However, the advance of Wallenstein’s troops into northern 
Germany in 1626-27 offered the frightening prospect of a 
Polish-Habsburg alliance which Sweden would be unlikely to 
be able to withstand. In fact Wallenstein sent 12,000 of his men 
to Prussia in 1629 and these troops to some extent improved 
the Polish position. When Gustavus Adolphus signed a truce 
with Poland (mediated by France) in 1629 at Altmark to free 
his hands for the war in the Empire, his principal objective was 
to counter directly the threat which the presence of imperial 
troops in northern Germany posed. The Danish-Swedish war 
of 1611-13, at the beginning of Gustavus Adolphus’s reign, 
which had ended in a crushing defeat for Sweden, had shown 
how vulnerable Sweden was. It was clear that the country could 
not afford a wait-and-see policy with respect to the worsening 
situation in Germany. Moreover, an offensive policy seemed to 
recommend itself on grounds of military finance too. The 
Swedish army, oversized in relation to Sweden’s limited econ- 
omic and demographic resources, could only be maintained as 
long at it fought outside the kingdom and as long as contribu- 
tions, taxes and customs duties from conquered provinces sup- 
plemented the income from purely Swedish sources.’ 
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Though considerations of security were undoubtedly domi- 
nant in motivating Sweden’s intervention in Germany at least 
initially, the confessional element in Gustavus Adolphus’s 
policy, often dismissed as mere propaganda in recent Swedish 
historiography,* should not be underestimated. Religious prin- 
ciples and more secular political interests had become insepa- 
rable in the Swedish case. Having gained the crown through 
the deposition of a legitimate ruler — Sigismund Vasa - the le- 
gitimacy of the Swedish branch of the Vasas as a ruling dynasty 
was questionable. In the last resort the claims of the elder, 
Polish line could only by rejected by reference to religious and 
confessional principles. For Gustavus Adolphus the defence of 
the Protestant faith was therefore not just a convenient 
justification for intervention in Germany, it was also closely 
linked to the principles on which the legitimacy of his own 
and his dynasty’s rule rested. In this respect Sweden’s position 
in the early seventeenth century is perhaps comparable to that 
of England after 1688 and under the early Hanoverians: 
foreign policy served to defend a potentially controversial po- 
litical and religious domestic settlement as well as the status 
and interests of the state in its competition with other powers.° 
Some historians, in particular Gunter Barudio, have also de- 
picted the Swedish King as the idealistic champion of constitu- 
tional principles, of the rule of law and a free constitution, 
fighting for these ideals abroad as well as at home.® But it is 
highly unlikely that Gustavus would have taken any great inter- 
est in the constitutional problems of the Holy Roman Empire 
if these problems had not had serious implications for 
Sweden’s own security. In addition the King was not entirely 
free from autocratic ambitions himself, in spite of the compar- 
atively strong position of the nobility and Estates in Sweden.’ 
And in later years the Swedish troops which Gustavus 
Adolphus brought to Germany took as little account of tradi- 
tional privileges when exacting contributions from German 
princes and their subjects as did the imperial armies. 


Having landed his troops on the island of Usedom in July 
1630, Gustavus Adolphus’s first problem was to find allies. On 
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his own he could hardly hope to defeat the seasoned imperial 
troops, though the Emperor’s decision to dismiss Wallenstein 
in the summer of 1630 certainly weakened the position of 
Sweden’s opponents. France, which had already helped to 
bring about the truce between Poland and Sweden in 1629, 
signed a treaty with Gustavus in January 1631 (Treaty of 
Barwalde) promising Sweden 400,000 Taler per annum to 
help finance the Swedish expeditionary corps. However, the 
Protestant princes of the Empire remained reluctant to 
support Sweden openly. The Elector of Saxony had called a 
meeting of all Protestant Estates of the Empire in February 
1631; officially the purpose of this meeting, which took place 
in Leipzig, was only to co-ordinate the policy of the Protestant 
Estates for the imminent negotiations with the Emperor about 
the Edict of Restitution and other grievances. However, in the 
end, the assembly issued a manifesto (in April 1631) which 
protested in strong terms against the edict and the intolerable 
contributions imposed on the Estates of the Empire by the im- 
perial and Catholic armies. Furthermore, a defensive alliance 
of all Protestants was to be created, the Leipziger Bund, with 
an army of 40,000 men.’ 

Officially the policy of this confederation was to be no more 
than an armed neutrality between the Emperor and Sweden. 
However, events forced the hand of Johann Georg and the 
other Protestants princes. While the Swedish troops advanced 
into Brandenburg, Tilly, the Catholic commander-in-chief, be- 
sieged Magdeburg, one of the few cities officially allied to 
Sweden. On 20 May 1631 Magdeburg was taken by assault. Not 
unusually in such cases, the garrison was massacred. In addi- 
tion, however, the entire town was burnt down, probably inad- 
vertently rather than deliberately. Up to 20,000 men and 
women lost their lives, either slaughtered by the soldiers or, 
the majority, dying in the flames. The impact of this event on 
Protestants all over Germany can hardly be overestimated. In 
the sixteenth century, during the Schmalcaldic war (1546-47) 
and the subsequent years when Protestantism was virtually 
outlawed, Magdeburg had been one of the very few Protestant 
towns to defend itself successfully against Charles V and his 
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armies. Ever since, it had been a symbol of heroic Protestant 
resistance against ‘Popery’; now it was laid waste and its inhab- 
itants murdered in their thousands. 

The outcry this provoked could not be ignored by the 
Protestant princes as their own territorial Estates and court 
preachers joined in the call for revenge. Until May 1631, 
Ferdinand II could still count on a residual loyalty among 
many Protestants, or at least Lutherans, despite the Edict of 
Restitution. Now Germany was swamped by innummerable 
pamphlets and popular songs accusing the Emperor of having 
been seduced by Jesuits who wanted to transform the Empire 
into an absolute monarchy along Spanish lines. One song 
exlaimed ‘Shame on you, Emperor, that you allowed Germany, 
that innocent flower, to be defiled and laid waste’,? and 
another in Low German dialect called on the Germans to 
arise: "Wake up, Germany, keep out the Jesuits ... defend your 
liberty, ... lest one hear shortly that the German Empire is no 
more.’ Gustavus Adolphus, the ‘Lion from Midnight [i.e. 
from the north]’, though perhaps not entirely innocent with 
respect to the catastrophe of Magdeburg which his troops had 
failed to relieve in time, became the hero of German 
Protestants. He was the only ruler credited with the capacity to 
defend the true faith and at the same time to restore the pris- 
tine splendour and ancient constitution of the Empire.!! 

After Magdeburg, Brandenburg, admittedly already hard 
pressed by Swedish troops, signed an alliance with Sweden, 
and gradually other Protestant princes followed. Saxony still 
hesitated but joined Brandenburg in September, when Tilly 
threatened to occupy the Electorate with his troops. 
Considerably strengthened by the troops of his new German 
allies, Gustavus Adolphus defeated Tilly decisively at 
Breitenfeld on 17 September. This was one of the greatest 
battles of the entire war, where 41,000 Protestant troops 
fought the 31,000 men under Tilly’s command. Breitenfeld 
was a major turning point of the war. Tilly lost two-thirds of his 
men who fell in battle, were taken prisoner or simply deserted; 
the Catholic position collapsed not only in northern Germany 
but also along the Rhine and in the south-west. In spring 1632 
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the Swedish troops invaded Bavaria and occupied Munich 
(May); Johann Georg’s troops had marched into Bohemia and 
taken Prague even earlier. 

The Swedish invasion of Bavaria had at least one advantage 
from Ferdinand II’s point of view: Maximilian of Bavaria was 
now more than ever committed to his alliance with the 
Emperor. His attempts to withdraw from the struggle in the 
Empire and to pursue an independent policy which had cul- 
minated in a treaty of neutrality and non-aggression signed by 
France and Bavaria in Fontainebleau in May 1631 had failed. 
Co-operation between Bavaria and Catholic France may have 
been possible, but not between Bavaria and Protestant 
Sweden, not least because Bavaria could not afford to 
abandon the German ecclesiastical princes, her most import- 
ant allies and clients, to the fury of the Swedish army. 

Ferdinand II now decided to recall the only commander 
who seemed capable of reorganising his army and resisting 
the Swedish advance, Wallenstein. In December 1631, in a de- 
cision confirmed in April 1632, Wallenstein was once again ap- 
pointed commander-in-chief of the imperial armies, with 
almost unlimited authority not only in military matters but 
also with regard to diplomacy. Wallenstein did indeed manage 
to recruit new troops and to stop the Swedish advance. In 
summer 1632 he took up a strongly fortified position near the 
important city of Nuremberg, threatening Gustavus Adolphus’s 
lines of supply. The King tried in vain to provoke Wallenstein 
to a pitched battle. His attacks on Wallenstein’s fortified camp 
were similarly unsuccessful. Exhausted, the Swedish troops re- 
treated to Saxony closely followed by the imperial general. On 
17 November 1632 the Swedes and the imperialists did at last 
meet in open battle at Lutzen near Leipzig. Though the 
Swedes were able to hold the battlefield, the contest was inde- 
cisive. Far more importantly, the Swedish King was killed 
during the fight. 

His most senior councillor, the Chancellor Oxenstierna, 
now took over the direction of affairs in Germany, while a 
Council of Regency was installed in Stockholm as Gustavus’s 
daughter Christina was still under age. But Oxenstierna could 
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hardly hope to achieve the popularity in Germany which the 
late King had enjoyed. Even among the officers of the Swedish 
army Oxenstierna commanded far less respect than his royal 
master had done. Confronted with the danger of a widespread 
mutiny among badly paid officers and soldiers Oxenstierna 
had to make far-reaching promises. Whole counties and bish- 
oprics were abandoned to the leading commanders as ‘dona- 
tions’ or just as objects of plunder to compensate them for 
their arrears of pay. The problem of satisfying the financial 
demands of the officers and military entrepreneurs who had 
kept the Swedish army going since its intervention in 
Germany was not to go away for the rest of the war. In fact, 
Swedish policy in Germany was to a large extent determined 
by the need to find a lasting solution to this question, a solu- 
tion which would prevent unpaid troops under the command 
of the enraged officers descending on Sweden herself, or on 
those provinces which Sweden intended to keep after a peace 
had been signed. 

Oxenstierna hoped to defuse Sweden’s financial problems 
in Germany by forming an alliance which was intended to 
unite Sweden’s allies in western and southern Germany. The 
Heilbronn League founded in April 1633 never quite fulfilled 
the purposes for which it had been established. But at least it 
stabilised the situation for the moment, for by 1633 there 
were already clear signs that Sweden’s allies were seeking a set- 
tlement with the Emperor, if necessary, at Sweden’s expense.” 
However, for the time being, the Swedish troops benefited 
from the fact that the imperial commander-in-chief did not 
press home the political and military advantages which he un- 
doubtedly enjoyed after Gustavus Adolphus’s death. But in 
the winter of 1633-34 Wallenstein’s dilatory tactics plus his in- 
scrutable diplomatic manoeuvres and secret negotiations with 
the Swedes and the Elector of Saxony made him highly 
suspect at the imperial court. For reasons which will probably 
never be entirely clear, Ferdinand II decided to have his 
supreme commander taken prisoner by force or, if that 
proved too difficult, to have him assassinated. The fact that 
Spain was preparing to send a major army to Germany in 
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1634 probably hastened this decision, as the Spanish were not 
prepared to submit to Wallenstein’s decisions while he in- 
sisted on his right to command all Catholic troops in the 
Empire, including Spanish contingents. On 25 February 1634 
Wallenstein was murdered by some of his officers in Eger 
whence, already fearing for his life, he had hoped to escape to 
the nearby Protestant troops. Ferdinand II now entrusted his 
own son, Ferdinand (III), with the supreme command of his 
troops. 

In September 1634 the new commander-in-chief succeeded 
in having his forces near Nördlingen join the army of his 
Spanish namesake, the Cardinal Infante, who had led 15,000 
men from Italy across the Alps to southern Germany. On 
6 September 1635 the 33,000 imperial and Spanish troops de- 
feated the 25,000 strong Swedish-Protestant army opposing 
them. Nördlingen was the sign for Sweden’s allies to desert 
their erstwhile protector, an opportunity which many of them 
had undoubtedly been awaiting for a considerable time. 
Sweden’s position in Germany collapsed almost completely 
within a matter of months. In August 1635 Oxenstierna 
himself was taken prisoner in Magdeburg by mutinous 
Swedish troops and officers once again demanding arrears on 
their pay. Oxenstierna had to promise them that they would 
receive cash and donations in Sweden if no solution to the 
financial problems could be found in Germany.’* This was 
enough, for the time being, to calm the colonels and their 
men and persuade them to release the Chancellor. But even 
so, the Swedish regiments, or what was left of them, had to 
retreat to Mecklenburg and Pomerania, provinces already 
thoroughly plundered and devasted between 1627 and 1634. 
Sweden’s position seemed desperate, or almost desperate. In 
fact the Council of Regency in Stockholm repeatedly consid- 
ered unconditionally abandoning all remaining strongholds in 
Germany, with the exception, perhaps, of Stralsund.’ 

In the end France’s open intervention in the war in spring 
1635, diverting Habsburg resources and troops from the war 
in northern Germany, allowed Sweden to make a recovery 
after 1635. But this was a slow and laborious process. 
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In 1632, for a brief moment, it seemed possible that the 
Empire would be dissolved or transformed into a Protestant 
confederation led by Sweden and comprising most of the prin- 
cipalities and cities east of the Rhine and north of the 
Danube. However, even before the battle of Nördlingen many 
of the Protestant princes allied with the Swedish crown had 
resented Swedish leadership. This was true in particular of 
Johann Georg of Saxony who saw himself as the natural leader 
of the German Protestants; reluctant to leave this role to a 
foreign monarch like Gustavus Adolphus, he was certainly 
not prepared to concede it to a ‘mere penpusher’ 
(a ‘PlackscheiBer’) such as the Chancellor Oxenstierna, who 
directed Swedish policy in Germany after Gustavus Adolphus’s 
death.!? It was therefore hardly surprising that the Prince 
Flector sought an understanding with the Emperor after 
Nordlingen and cancelled his alliance with Sweden. 
Ferdinand II was equally interested in ending the war in 
Germany. The problem of having his son Ferdinand (III), the 
victor of Nördlingen, elected as King of the Romans was still 
unresolved and even if the five Catholic prince electors held 
a clear majority in the College of Electors, the assent of 
Brandenburg and Saxony was important if the other 
Protestant princes were to accept the new Emperor after 
Ferdinand’s death. Moreover, in late 1634 tensions between 
France and Spain were already growing (see below, 
p. 122). Madrid was eager to win the Emperor’s support for 
the all-out war against France which seemed to be inevitable. 
However, Ferdinand II could only support his Spanish cousins 
effictively if he managed to put an end to the conflict in the 
Empire. In fact, Spanish diplomats actively tried to promote 
the cause of peace in the Empire during the years 1634-35. 
They commissioned pamphlets which appealed to national 
sentiment in Germany and tried to mobilise this sentiment 
against France. The notion of a ‘German nation’ which had 
to defend its honour and greatness against its enemies — 
hardly ever mentioned before 1630 by Spanish authors — 
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assumed a prominent place in Spanish official documents and 
political tracts in the early 1630s,!° whereas Richelieu and his 
pamphleteers appealed more to the idea of German ‘liberty’ 
threatened by Habsburg absolutism. 

Though few German princes and statesmen were convinced 
that an alliance with Spain was the best way to promote 
Germany’s greatness, the ‘beloved German fatherland’ was 
indeed referred to frequently enough in German pamphlets 
and tracts in the mid-1630s. The disasters of the preceding 
years and the presence of foreign armies on German soil had 
certainly sharpened the sense of national identity in Germany. 
Nevertheless, the gap between patriotic rhetoric and practical 
politics remained enormous,’ as most princes were extremely 
reluctant to sacrifice their own interests to the common good, 
however defined, of the ‘geliebte teutsche Vaterland’ which 
they and their pamphleteers so often invoked. 

The compromise achieved in 1635 between the Protestants 
and the Emperor was therefore fragile right from the start. 
Initially the Prince Elector of Saxony, the principal 
spokesman for the Protestants and Sweden’s erstwhile allies, 
had tried to uphold as many of the old demands of the 
Protestant princes as possible. Thus the reservatum ecclesi- 
aticum, which forced ecclesiastical rulers to abdicate if they 
converted to Protestantism, was to be abolished and a key 
date or ‘normative year’ (Normaljahr) was to be introduced 
for all disputes about Church lands and the rights and privi- 
leges of religious minorities living in a principality governed 
by a ruler of a different religion. In Johann Georg’s view this 
date should be 1612. Thus a bishopric or monastery secu- 
larised or administered by Protestants in that year would 
remain so permanently and the Protestant subjects of a 
Catholic ruler openly practising their religion at this time 
could also continue to do so. The idea of a Normaljahr was a 
promising one and was indeed to become one of the keys to 
the peace settlement of 1648. However, even by November 
1634, when Johann Georg had signed a preliminary treaty 
with the Emperor’s emmissaries in Pirna, he had had to 
abandon a number of his demands. 
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The final treaty was signed on 30 May 1635 in Prague. It was 
to be valid not only for the Emperor and Saxony, but for all 
princes and Estates of the Empire prepared to accept its terms 
and not explicitly excluded from the imperial amnesty to be 
proclaimed immediately. By this time Ferdinand II had 
managed to modify the terms even further in his own and the 
Catholic princes’ favour. Even so there was opposition to 
the concessions at the imperial court. In particular, a number 
of theologians and imperial confessors, among them the 
influential Jesuit Wilhelm Lamormaini, were opposed to the 
Peace of Prague. In general, those clergymen associated with 
the pro-Spanish party at court were inclined to make conces- 
sions whereas those closely linked to the Roman Curia were 
against a compromise. Pope Urban VIII continued to advocate 
a strict Counter-Reformation policy, not just for religious 
reasons but also because he was opposed to Spain. Spanish 
possessions in Italy overshadowed the Pope’s own position as a 
territorial ruler and he rightly saw the Peace of Prague as a 
decisive step towards closer co-operation between the 
Emperor and Philip IV."® 

Although Johann Georg of Saxony had tried to get the Edict 
of Restitution totally revoked, the Peace of Prague remained 
somewhat vague on this point. The key date for all confes- 
sional disputes was now to be 12 November 1627, not 1612 as 
Saxony had wished. This date was prior to the publication of 
the Edict of Restitution, and the edict was indeed to be sus- 
pended for the next 40 years. Once these 40 years had passed, 
however, the Emperor could theoretically enforce the edict 
again, though not without prior consultation with the princes 
of the Empire. Even if a full-scale return to the Counter- 
Reformation policies of the late 1620s was unlikely after a 
further four decades of confessional détente, the year of 1627 
was in itself problematic for the Protestants. In 1627, after the 
battle of Lutter am Barenberge, north-western Germany with 
its numerous bishoprics was already occupied by Catholic 
troops, not to mention the Palatinate and southern Germany, 
or the Counter-Reformation in the Habsburg hereditary lands 
which was well under way by 1627. In fact, only Protestants in 
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the Circle of Upper Saxony and perhaps in the Lower Saxon 
Circle as well could feel reasonably safe after 1635. Moreover 
the ‘fine print’ of the Prague agreement favoured the 
Emperor and the Catholics to such an extent that Ferdinand 
and his successors retained considerable discretionary power 
which they could use to strengthen their own position and 
that of the Catholic Church. 

An important clause of the Treaty of Prague stipulated that 
only those princes who had taken up arms after the Swedish in- 
tervention in Germany in 1630 were to be automatically par- 
doned for their ‘revolt’ against the Emperor. Others had to 
enter into complicated negotiations with the imperial court to 
receive a pardon. A number of princes and counts of the 
Empire were in fact excluded from the peace altogether. This 
applied to nearly all the Calvinists, the Elector of Brandenburg 
being one of the very few exceptions. The Count Palatine, the 
heir of the former Elector, fared particularly badly, as the 
peace confirmed the transfer of his title and dominions, at 
least those on the right bank of the river Rhine, to Maximilian 
of Bavaria. Given that the Palatine branch of the Wittelsbach 
dynasty was closely related to the Stuarts, this decision was 
bound to have an adverse effect on relations between the 
Empire and Charles I of England. But then it was widely 
assumed that England was incapable of influencing the course 
of events on the Continent anyway. As Maximilian of Bavaria 
put it in 1636: Charles I had to choose whether he wanted to 
reinstate the Count Palatine as Elector or whether he wanted 
to be a truly absolute king (‘rechter absolutus rex’) himself, 
for if he went to war once more he would have to obey his own 
Parliament’s orders unconditionally.” 

However, the Count Palatine was not the only prince to have 
reason to be dissatisfied with the Peace of Prague. The 
Calvinist Landgrave of Hesse-Kassel, Wilhelm, was also dispos- 
sessed. He had long been in dispute with the younger, 
Lutheran line of the Hessian dynasty, which had its seat in 
Darmstadt, over the possession of the ceniral districts of the 
Landgraviate around Marburg, which had belonged to yet 
another branch of the dynasty until 1604 when it became 
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extinct. The Emperor had always supported the Lutheran line 
which had already won an important court case against its 
Calvinist cousins in the Imperial Aulic Council in the 1620s. 
Negotiations between Wilhelm of Hesse-Kassel and the court 
in Vienna, which was reluctant to offer Wilhelm acceptable 
terms, finally broke down in 1636 and the Emperor thereupon 
transferred the administration of Wilhelm’s principality to 
Landgrave Georg of Hesse-Darmstadt. The Landgrave of 
Kassel, who had never abandoned his alliance with Sweden, 
reacted by signing an alliance with France as well in October 
1636.°° 

The Duke of Württemberg, though a Lutheran, was also ex- 
cluded from the amnesty. Though his hopes of regaining at 
least some of his dominions were better than those of the 
Landgrave of Hesse-Kassel or the Count Palatine, his position 
was precarious enough. For although the Edict of Restitution 
was not to be enforced for 40 years, judgements pronounced 
by the imperial law courts in favour of Catholic plaintiffs, at 
least those judgements made before 1628, were to remain 
valid. In fact, most of the great monasteries incorporated into 
the Duchy during the sixteenth century had been reconsti- 
tuted as independent ecclesiastical corporations by Ferdinand 
II, and other parts of Wurttemberg had been transferred to 
servants and supporters of the Emperor as imperial donations, 
often to satisfy financial claims. Thus if the Duke of 
Wurttemberg had any hope of restoration, he would in all like- 
lihood rule over only fragments of his former possessions.” 

With the Palatinate destroyed as a Protestant principality 
and Wurttemberg much reduced in size, south-western 
Germany was clearly dominated by Catholic princes, and in 
particular the Habsburgs after the Peace of Prague. This 
Catholic-Habsburg ascendancy was further reinforced by an 
important article of the Treaty of Prague which denied the 
knights and free cities of the Empire (with the exception of 
Nuremberg, Strassburg, Ulm and Frankfurt) the benefit of the 
clause which had established November 1627 as a key date for 
the religious status of all dominions in the Empire. Because 
there were so many Reichsritter and Reichsstädte in Swabia and 
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Franconia, the cause of Catholicism was greatly strengthened 
by enforcing the Edict of Restitution in the cities and among 
the knights, and this remained legally possible even after 
1635. 

Some historians have in fact seen the advantages which 
Ferdinand gained in Prague as so significant — after all, the 
monopoly of Catholicism as the only legal creed in the 
Habsburg hereditary dominions including Bohemia and 
Moravia was also confirmed by the peace - that they consider 
the treaty a decisive step towards the transformation of the 
Empire into an absolute monarchy.” The peace had, indeed, 
declared all alliances among the princes of the Empire or 
between foreign powers and German rulers illegal; the Liga 
had finally been dissolved and all armed forces in the Empire 
now had to swear allegiance to the Emperor.” Nevertheless, 
Johann Georg of Saxony was to command the Protestant 
troops in northern Germany independently, only loosely sub- 
jected to the imperial high command. Maximilian of Bavaria 
was able to insist on similar concessions. Officially, as the 
Emperor’s general, he was entrusted with the command of 
about a quarter of the entire army of the Empire; this 
Bavarian corps was to a large extent identical with the old 
Bavarian-led army of the Catholic Liga. Thus even if 
Ferdinand II had wished to rule the Empire as an ‘absolute 
monarch’, he would have lacked the military power to do so. 
This is not to deny that, compared to the years before the out- 
break of the Thirty Years War, the balance of forces in the 
Empire had been considerably modified by the Peace of 
Prague. As long as Ferdinand could reach agreement with the 
prince electors, and in particular with the three secular elec- 
tors, he could now largely disregard the wishes of the other 
princes and Estates; the Imperial Diet, which had last met in 
1613, seemed likely to disappear once and for all from the 
Empire’s political scene. At the very least it would be reduced 
to a largely ornamental role. 

Whatever the shortcomings of the Peace of Prague, it had 
at least pointed the way towards a lasting settlement, even if it 
was not to have such a permanent impact itself. A consider- 
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able number of problems were left unresolved and the future 
status of many ecclesiastical principalities and possessions, in 
particular, remained as uncertain as ever because the clauses 
relating to the Edict of Restitution had been left deliberately 
vague. Ihe tensions between the confessions had been 
successfully defused in Prague, but they had certainly not 
dissappeared. 

The real problem, however, was that among the Protestants 
the princes of northern and eastern Germany (for example 
Saxony, which had acted as a self-appointed advocate for 
Protestant interests during the peace negotiations, Brandenburg 
and the various Dukes of Brunswick), had the best reason to 
accept the compromise with the Catholics and the Emperor. 
For Protestants in western and southern Germany the settle- 
ment was much less satisfactory. Unfortunately, however, 
though the survival and safety of Protestantism in northern 
Germany was ensured by the peace, security against attacks by 
the Swedish army still holding out in Mecklenburg and 
Pomerania was not. Thus among the Protestants the very 
princes who were most likely to be the strongest supporters of 
the new settlement soon discovered that the peace committed 
them either to a fruitless and ultimately unwinnable war of at- 
trition against the Swedes or to buying them off by making 
major financial and territorial concessions. This problem was 
particularly acute for the Elector of Brandenburg who claimed 
the Duchy of Pomerania by right of inheritance, a principality 
which the Swedes saw as an indispensable bridgehead in the 
Empire and as the natural compensation for the sacrifices 
they had made to free Germany from imperial and Catholic 
‘despotism’. 

In fact, Johann Georg of Saxony and Ferdinand II had 
largely ignored the international dimension of the war during 
the negotiations which led to the Peace of Prague. As opposed 
to the Peace of Westphalia signed 13 years later, the Peace of 
Prague was a German peace and nothing else. For Ferdinand, 
who wanted to free his hands for the imminent war against 
France, the presence of the remnants of the Swedish army on 
the Baltic coast was a minor problem anyhow. And even 
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Johann Georg, who had more reason to feel concerned about 
these troops, apparently believed that Sweden’s power was 
broken and that others, in particular the Brandenburg 
Hohenzollern, would foot the bill should it be necessary after 
all to make major concessions to the Swedes to get them out 
of the Empire. This, however, proved to be a miscalculation, 
for deperate as the Swedish position might seem in 1635, the 
monarchy of the Vasas was to make a startling recovery at the 
end of the 1630s and in the 1640s. Combined with the open 
intervention of French armies in the war after 1635, in itself a 
precondition for the revival of Sweden’s military fortune, this 
recovery doomed to failure all attempts to uphold the Peace 
of Prague. 


The French Declaration of War 


On 19 May 1635 Louis XIII of France officially declared war 
on Spain. In traditional fashion a herald was sent to Brussels 
and ceremonially read out the French declaration of war in 
the market-place. Like almost all his decisions in foreign 
affairs Louis took this momentous step on the advice of his 
leading councillor and minister, Armand du Plessis Cardinal 
de Richelieu. Of the leading statesmen of the Thirty Years War 
Richelieu, who directed French policy from 1624 to 1642, is 
probably one of the most controversial figures. Many of his 
contemporaries, not just in Madrid and Vienna, but also in 
France, saw him as an evil genius, who, driven by a relentless 
thirst for power, was prepared to sacrifice everything, religion 
as much as the well-being of the French people, to his 
ambition.** 

This negative assessment of Richelieu’s achievement has re- 
cently been echoed, for example, in the work of J. Russell 
Major who maintains that Louis XIII’s reign was ‘an almost 
unmitigated disaster for the mass of the French people and 
ultimately for the monarchy itself’. According to Russell 
Major, by pursuing an excessively aggressive foreign policy 
Richelieu brought misery to the French peasants burdened by 
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ever higher taxes, and created insurmountable obstacles to 
any but the most superficial institutional reforms of the 
French state.” On the other hand, many of his biographers 
have depicted the Cardinal as a man devoted to France’s 
greatness, aman who was surrounded by enemies abroad and 
at home but who nevertheless, fighting against heavy odds, 
laid the foundations for France’s hegemony in Europe in the 
later seventeenth century, and for the system of government, 
absolutism, which was to reach its apogee under Louis XIV.”° 

In German historiography of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries Richelieu more often than not figured as a 
béte noire. But after 1945 German historians, especially Fritz 
Dickmann and Hermann Weber, greatly contributed to a 
major revision of the Cardinal’s image.?’ They no longer saw 
Richelieu as a politician bent on territorial expansion, in par- 
ticular on establishing some sort of ‘natural frontier’ for the 
French kingdom along the Rhine, and inspired by the cold 
rules of reason of state which denied any confessional, let 
alone moral, standards in foreign policy. Instead they have 
tried to demonstrate that Richelieu’s policy was informed by a 
high sense of moral and religious responsibility. Hermann 
Weber has even spoken of Richelieu’s ‘noble vision of peace’, 
for in his eyes Richelieu’s foreign policy had no objective 
other than to establish a just and lasting peace for Europe.”® 
Thus in Weber’s opinion the military campaigns and, in par- 
ticular, the war against Spain officially declared in 1635 were 
only means, reluctantly employed by Richelieu to achieve such 
a lasting peace. 

Weber is undoubtely right to question the dated clichés of 
nineteenth-century German historiography. Nevertheless, 
British historians working on French history have recently 
raised the question of whether Richelieu’s policy, foreign as 
much as domestic, should not be seen in an entirely different 
perspective. Joseph Bergin and David Parrott, in particular, 
have demonstrated that whatever the Cardinal’s personal con- 
victions, Richelieu’s policies must be interpreted at least as 
much in terms of the quest for place and profit as of ideologi- 
cal conflict and high political principles.” In the final resort, 
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though opposed and hated by many of the noble magnates of 
France, the Cardinal wanted to establish himself and his 
family among these grands. Far from sacrificing all personal in- 
terests to some abstract principle, be it the greatness and glory 
of France and her King or the peace of Europe, he in many re- 
spects acted very much like other great French noblemen who 
sought to build up networks of clients and increase their per- 
sonal fortune and power, at almost any cost. Such an interpre- 
tatıon of Richelieu’s personality and political role is far from 
irrelevant for the assessment of French foreign policy in the 
1630s, as David Parrott has emphasised, for this policy was 
largely based on Richelieu’s personal decisions, and for the 
Cardinal domestic and foreign issues were nearly always 
closely linked.” 

There is certainly a consensus that after the Peace of 
Cherasco, Richelieu was extremely reluctant to confront Spain 
again in an all-out war. This reluctance had a number of 
motives. Firstly, though its outcome had ultimately been 
favourable to France, the war for Mantua (1628-31) had 
demonstrated that the French armies were no real match for 
the superior Spanish forces in a pitched battle unless they 
enjoyed a decisive numerical superiority. In fact, this was to 
remain so until the early 1640s — the battle of Rocroi (1643) 
was the first truly major battle which the French won against 
the Spanish troops. Secondly, open warfare against Spain 
north of the Alps would have been impossible without an 
official alliance with the Protestant enemies of the House of 
Habsburg, the Dutch, the Protestant princes of Germany and 
the Swedes. France did indeed financially subsidise these op- 
ponents of the Habsburgs in the early 1630s, but direct mili- 
tary co-operation would have been a different matter. It would 
have provoked further resistance to Richelieu’s rule in France 
among the Catholic dévots, the ‘ultras’ of the Catholic Reform 
and Counter-Reformation who, ever since his intervention in 
northern Italy in 1629, were inclined to see the Cardinal as a 
traitor to the cause of the Roman Church anyhow. Finally, the 
advance of the Swedish armies in 1631-32 seemed to make 
direct French intervention in Germany at once superfluous 
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and particularly difficult. Why send armies against the 
Emperor when Ferdinand’s fate already appeared to be 
sealed, and when these armies were bound to get involved in 
disputes with the Swedes who would hardly see eye to eye with 
the French in matters relating to religion or the status of 
ecclesiastical possessions in Germany? 

Instead of intervening directly Richelieu put the French 
armies on a war footing — which led to a spectacular rise in 
taxation in France (see below, pp. 172-5) — and had them 
occupy gradually the principalities between the French border 
and the Rhine. Lorraine was the first territory forced to accept 
French garrisons in 1632-33; subsequently it was virtually 
transformed into a French province.°! The Duke of Lorraine 
had made the mistake of co-operating with Spain and support- 
ing the domestic opposition to Richelieu in France. In fact, 
his dynasty had a long history of involvement in French do- 
mestic affairs and a younger branch of the ducal house, the 
Dukes of Guise, had come very close to claiming the French 
crown themselves after the last of the Valois Kings, Henry III, 
had been murdered in 1589 (by a supporter of the French 
Ligue, the radical Catholic movement led by the Guises). For 
Richelieu, therefore, gaining control over Lorraine was not 
just strategically important to weaken the Spanish position 
along the French border and to interrupt the Spanish supply 
lines from Italy to the Netherlands; it was also motivated by 
the wish to eliminate a stronghold of his own opponents 
beyond the French border. After all, Gaston d’Orleans, the 
French King’s brother who, as heir presumptive to the French 
crown (until 1638), was the natural, and often also actual, 
leader of the anti-Richelieu opposition in France, had married 
Marguerite of Lorraine, the Duke’s sister, in January 1632. 

But Lorraine was only the first principality to be occupied 
by French troops. Other territories were to follow. In fact, the 
Prince-Archbishop of Trier had asked the French for protec- 
tion as early as April 1632. The Archbishop felt threatened by 
Swedish troops advancing into southern Germany and rightly 
thought that the presence of French garrisons — France paid 
subsidies to the Swedish crown — would allow him to stay 
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neutral, whereas the intervention of Spanish troops would 
only provoke Swedish attacks. Other princes and cities fol- 
lowed suit. The Catholic ones were trying to escape a Swedish 
occupation, like the Archbishop of Trier, and the Protestant 
ones were hoping for support against the Spanish troops oper- 
ating in southern Alsace. In 1633-34 the French King gradu- 
ally became the protector of a large number of cities and small 
principalities in Alsace, and his troops had occupied almost 
the entire area, south of Luxemburg and the Spanish 
Netherlands, between the French border and the Rhine.*” 

Furthermore, they established footholds on the right bank 
of the Rhine: the important fortresses of Ehrenbreitstein (op- 
posite Koblenz) and Philippsburg, two of the portes (gates of 
entry) for the French armies which Richelieu had wanted to 
establish in Germany, Switzerland and Italy since 1629.°° They 
eventually advanced into the eastern Palatinate, to the right 
of the Rhine, and established themselves in Heidelberg 
(December 1634). Richelieu may have considered the French 
garrisons bargaining counters for a future political arrange- 
ment or indeed a lasting peace with Spain, and at the same 
time as a useful protection against a possible Spanish attack. 
But of course the French advance made clashes with Spanish 
and imperial troops inevitable, and in the eyes of the Conde- 
Duque Olivares, French policy was provocative and threaten- 
ing. R. A. Stradling has argued that ever since the war for 
Mantua, Olivares had developed plans for a large-scale pre- 
emptive strike against France. Like Richelieu, he was con- 
vinced that an all-out war was virtually unavoidable in the long 
run, and he wanted to fight this war under conditions 
favourable to Spain, that is, not as a long and costly war of at- 
trition but as a short blitzkrieg resulting in the fall of the French 
Cardinal-minister. Olivares thought that Richelieu would not 
survive the crushing defeats which he hoped to inflict on the 
French armies.** 

For Olivares the French advance towards the Rhine and 
the Habsburg victory at Nordlingen in September 1634 
seemed to make the pre-emptive strike which he had been 
trying to organise since 1632 at once both more urgent and 
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feasible, if we accept Stradling’s arguments. Nevertheless, 
Hildegard Ernst’s study of relations between Madrid and 
Vienna has shown that the aggressive measures Olivares took 
against France in 1634-35 were probably motivated less by the 
wish to destroy French military power once and for all than by 
the conviction that Richelieu was himself planning a major of- 
fensive against Spain for the near future. Another motive 
seem; to have been the desire to embroil the Emperor in the 
apparently inevitable direct military confrontation between 
Spain and France.” The conflict over Mantua in 1628-31 had 
created an insurmountable mutual distrust between Paris and 
Madrid - after Mantua, both sides based their assessment of 
their opponent’s intentions on a sort of ‘worst case scenario’. 
But for Olivares it had also demonstrated that the Austrian 
branch of the Habsburg dynasty could not really be trusted as 
an ally. After all the Peace of Regensburg (so disastrous for 
Spain) between Ferdinand II and Louis XIII (1630) had fatally 
undermined Spain’s position in the struggle for Mantua. Thus 
the only way to get Ferdinand’s support against France would 
be to provoke an incident which made war between France 
and the Empire certain. 

The Spanish decision to attack the French garrison in Trier 
in March 1635 was part of this policy of turning the 
French-Spanish conflict into a confrontation between the 
Empire and Spain. The French were successfully ejected with 
the support of the local population, and the pro-French 
Archbishop Philipp Christoph von Sotern was taken prisoner 
in the name of the Emperor as a traitor (he was to remain the 
Emperor’s prisoner until 1645). This strategy was not immedi- 
ately successful as Richelieu decided to declare war only on 
Spain and not on the Empire or Ferdinand II, but eventually 
imperial troops were engaged in the fight against France. In 
March 1636 the official imperial proclamation declaring war 
on Louis XIII followed. 

Admittedly, Spain and France had already come to the 
brink of open war in spring 1634, long before the battle of 
Nordlingen and before the ejection of the French garrison 
from Trier. In May 1634 the Marquis d’Aytona had signed a 
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treaty on behalf of the Spanish crown with Gaston d’Orleans, 
brother of the French King and Richelieu’s inveterate oppo- 
nent. The Duke d’Orleans had been promised financial and 
logistical support for an expeditionary force which was to 
invade France to topple Richelieu. This treaty, though perhaps 
only a preventive measure against a French attack,” seemed to 
demonstrate to Richelieu that the large-scale Spanish attack 
on France which he feared was imminent. Moreover, it re- 
vealed once more that his own domestic position could not be 
secure as long as Spain was capable of fomenting opposition 
against him in France. Richelieu therefore took steps to con- 
clude an offensive alliance with the Dutch Republic against 
Spain. All the same, he was reluctant to commit himself irrevo- 
cably to an open war against what was still the most powerful 
European monarchy.’’ The battle of Nördlingen, however, 
greatly contributed to making the drift towards open war irre- 
versible. With Sweden defeated or almost defeated, Richelieu 
could no longer hope that foreign armies would win his war 
for him. In addition, the danger of a Spanish attack was now 
much greater than before. 

Nevertheless, in the end it was the defeat the French troops 
suffered in Trier which acted as a trigger for full-scale war; it 
threatened to cancel out all the advantages which Richelieu 
had won over the preceding years, not only in foreign rela- 
tions but also in the domestic sphere. If a prince of the 
Empire protected by France could so easily be taken prisoner 
by Spanish troops, alliances with France were clearly of little 
value. However, it was not only the reputation of the French 
crown, but also Richelieu’s personal reputation that had to be 
restored by drastic measures if the Cardinal wanted to survive 
politically. Richelieu had staked his entire political fortune on 
a belligerent anti-Spanish foreign policy since autumn 1628, 
and had made many enemies in France in the process: devout 
advocates of a confessional foreign policy, protagonists of 
financial and administrative reform, and all those who 
opposed high taxation in the name of the ‘soulagement du 
peuple’ (relief for the hard-pressed populace). If his policy 
now turned out to be a failure, Richelieu’s opponents would 
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win the day against him at court, as the Cardinal could never 
be entirely sure of Louis XIII’s wholehearted support. 

In fact, Richelieu’s decision, taken after 1631, to extend 
France’s sphere of influence ever further to the east and to 
put France and her armies on a war footing had gained a mo- 
mentum of its own. In the final resort it made the declaration 
of war of May 1635 inevitable. Even before Nordlingen and 
the Spanish attack on (or liberation of) Trier, any return to a 
policy of compromise with Spain had become well-nigh impos- 
sible for Richelieu, however much he dreaded the risk of an 
all-out open war against the Spanish Habsburgs. As David 
Parrott puts it: ‘As long as the confrontation with Spain was 
the dominant issue in France Richelieu could consolidate his 
own power in government, together with that of his créatures 
and eliminate his rivals, justifying his government monopoly 
and harsh measures on the grounds of “absolute necessity” 
created by the foreign situation.’ Any return to the rather 
passive foreign policy of the years before 1629 was therefore 
impossible for ‘the choice for peace and retrenchment would 
mean the destruction of Richelieu’s own authority, just as the 
pursuit of the war in Italy since 1629 had whittled away the 
power of his opponents’.” 

If we accept Parrott’s highly plausible arguments, does this 
make Richelieu’s calls for a just and lasting peace disingenu- 
ous, mere manifestations of political hypocrisy? Richelieu re- 
peated these calls frequently enough even after 1635, as 
Hermann Weber has pointed out. Given that influential 
circles in France remained opposed to war, Richelieu certainly 
had reasons enough to proclaim his own support for peace as 
loudly as possible. But Weber is probably right in claiming that 
Richelieu, though committed to an anti-Spanish policy for 
reasons which were based as much on self-interest as on 
sincere political convictions and principles, did try to lay the 
foundations for a comprehensive European order. This new 
political system would guarantee a lasting peace and at the 
same time confirm France’s position as the most powerful, if 
not the dominant of the European powers. 
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Spain could base her policy at least in central Europe, if 
not in Europe as a whole, on a political system which was 
already in existence: the Holy Roman Empire. For Spain it was 
sufficient to mobilise the resources and forces of the Empire 
for her own purposes; this had been the aim of Spanish policy 
since at least the mid-1620s, and in 1635, with the conflict in 
the Empire apparently settled, Madrid’s chances of achieving 
it seemed better than ever, at least as far as the struggle against 
France was concerned. The conflict with the Dutch, in which 
even Catholic German princes were very reluctant to partici- 
pate, was a different matter. Richelieu, on the other hand, 
could at best hope to neutralise the Empire, but a system of 
inter-state relations in Europe favourable to France could 
hardly be based on the existing imperial institutions as long as 
the Emperor was a Habsburg.” Richelieu, therefore, had to 
devise a system which would, if not replace, at least to some 
extent supersede the Empire as a framework for relations 
between dynasties and states in central Europe. His memo- 
randa about a lasting peace as the principal objective of 
French policy must be seen as part of this attempt to construct 
a new framework for European politics. Olivares did not 
devise an equally systematic plan for a new European order, or 
at least not one as consistent and abstract as Richelieu’s. In 
this sense his vision of peace was, if not less ‘noble’, then 
perhaps less comprehensive.’ But this was ultimately due to 
the fact that he had no need to develop such a vision because 
there were enough elements in the present system, in particu- 
lar the constitutional and political institutions of the Empire, 
which he could work with. Moreover, Spain’s vision of peace 
could never be an exclusively European one as her interests in 
America were too important to be neglected. These circum- 
stances deeply affected the role of France and Spain respec- 
tively during the peace negotiations in Munster in the late 
1640s. 
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1648: A NEW ORDER FOR 
EUROPE? 


From Prague to Münster and Osnabrück 


In 1635 a peaceful settlement of the conflict within the Holy 
Roman Empire had almost been achieved, despite the mani- 
fest shortcomings of the Peace of Prague. Nevertheless, it was 
another 13 years before the war ended, and even then it was 
to continue outside Germany. Undoubtedly the nature of 
early seventeenth-century warfare, which made it difficult to 
defeat an opponent so decisively in battle that any further re- 
sistance was impossible, contributed to this long continuation 
of the war (cf. below, pp. 150-3). But other factors must also 
be taken into account. Not only was the sort of peace Spain 
and the Austrian Habsburgs initially envisaged entirely in- 
compatible with the objectives pursued by Richelieu, 
Oxenstierna and the Dutch Republic, but the anti-Habsburg 
allies could not even agree among themselves about the con- 
ditions which they expected a future peace to meet. For 
France the fight against Spain took priority, something the 
Swedes, understandably enough, took no great interest in. 
Sweden agreed with France that the liberties of the German 
princes had to be secured against the Emperor, but Sweden 
naturally favoured the Protestants whereas France sympa- 
thised with the Catholics. Thus the allies were unable to 
impose a settlement on Madrid and Vienna not only because 
they lacked the military superiority necessary to do so, but 
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also because they could not agree among themselves on 
which settlement to impose. 

The Habsburgs hoped for a long time that despite the ever 
more serious setbacks which they suffered from about 1638-39 
on, they would be able to divide their opponents. This hope 
was not entirely unfounded. Ultimately the Dutch did sign a 
separate peace with Spain in January 1648 in Munster, but the 
Franco-Swedish alliance proved unshakeable. In fact, in 1641 
when their initial treaty of alliance signed in 1638 was 
renewed, the two crowns had accepted a proviso stipulating 
that they would go on fighting until a comprehensive peace 
had been achieved and that they would not seek a separate 
settlement with the other side. And as it turned out, the need 
which the two allies had of each other’s support was great 
enough to prevent a breach of this undertaking. 


In the years immediately following the Peace of Prague and 
the French declaration of war against Spain, a Habsburg 
victory against the combined forces of their opponents did 
not seem impossible. While Olivares managed to mobilise 
hitherto untapped resources in the peripheral provinces of 
the Spanish monarchy — although the price he had to pay for 
this unremitting fiscal drive was unrest and ultimately rebel- 
lion, as the future was to show (cf. below, pp. 129-30) — Spain 
achieved a striking military recovery in the Low Countries. In 
the early 1630s her position in Flanders and Brabant had 
seemed on the point of collapse. The Dutch had taken the im- 
portant fortress of Maastricht in 1632, and the nobility and 
Estates of the Spanish provinces became increasingly restive. 
The Estates General of the Spanish Low Countries had to be 
assembled in Brussels to assuage discontent, but even so, many 
noblemen favouring a peace with the Dutch fled to independ- 
ent Liége, to France, or even to the Northern Netherlands, 
and fomented unrest in the Spanish provinces from the secu- 
rity of exile. The Infanta Isabella, the Regent of the Southern 
Netherlands, had to enter into negotiations with the North 
about a peace favourable to the Republic. Delegates from the 
Brussels Estates General participated in the negotiations. 
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However, in December 1633 Isabella died. Spain resumed 
direct control of the Southern Netherlands. At this stage 
support for a lasting peace with Spain and the southern 
provinces had already diminished in the North because the 
concessions which Spain and the government in Brussels were 
prepared to make seemed inadequate.! 

After Isabella’s death Spain renewed the war effort with full 
vigour, appointing Philip IV’s brother Ferdinand, a cardinal, 
as governor of the Southern Netherlands. Once Madrid 
managed to send reinforcements to Brabant and Flanders in 
1634, and, in particular, after the battle of Nordlingen, the 
military situation greatly improved. In fact, Jonathan Israel has 
pointed out that ‘the effort by Spain’ during the years 1635-40 
‘was by far the most massive in terms of outlay and manpower 
of the entire Dutch-Spanish war.’ In spite of the war against 
France, Spain’s main efforts continued to be directed against 
the Dutch. Olivares hoped to be able to force the Dutch to 
sign a truce favourable to Spain, and only after this had been 
achieved did he intend to destroy the French armies.’ 

The Dutch troops suffered a number of setbacks during the 
late 1630s, and the situation was rendered particularly 
difficult by the occasional intervention of imperial troops sta- 
tioned along the lower Rhine. None the less, the Spanish 
army failed to achieve a decisive victory. As the 1620s and 
1630s had already shown, obtaining such a victory on land 
was almost impossible. The laborious sieges which were the 
normal form of warfare in the Low Countries often proved 
futile, and hardly ever managed to destroy the enemy’s 
fighting capacity, whatever the ensuing territorial losses once 
an important fortress was taken. Olivares therefore decided 
to concentrate on naval warfare again. In 1639 a huge 
Spanish armada comprising about 100 ships — 86 of them war- 
ships — sailed up the Channel. The armada was to take troop 
reinforcements to the Netherlands as the fall of the fortress of 
Breisach near Freiburg to the French commander Bernhard 
von Weimar in 1638 had largely blocked the Spanish road 
from Italy to the Low Countries. However, its commander, 
Admiral Antonio de Oquendo, also had express orders to 


128 


1648: A New Order for Europe? 


seek battle with his Dutch opposite number, Tromp, and to 
destroy his fleet. 

Although the Spanish naval forces, in particular the 
Dunkirk squadron, had shown themselves equal to their 
Dutch opponents in the preceeding years, this was a gamble — 
and it was to fail. Tromp managed to block the further 
advance of the Spanish ships between Calais and Dover, and to 
surround them off the English coast, in the Downs, for several 
weeks. He finally succeeded in driving them ashore and de- 
stroying them on 21 October 1639. Though most of the troops 
on the ships escaped and were subsequently shipped to 
Flemish harbours by the English, this was a devastating blow 
for Spain. All hopes of imposing a settlement on the Dutch 
were finally gone. 

In fact, the next year a rebellion broke out in Catalonia (May 
1640) to be followed by a second rebellion in Portugal in 
December which shattered the Spanish position in the very 
heartland of the monarchy, the Iberian peninsula. The 
Catalans resented the infringement of their liberties by 
Olivares, who had imposed unusally high taxes on a province 
which traditionally had contributed almost nothing to the costs 
of imperial defence. They equally resented the presence of 
undisciplined foreign, that is Castilian and Italian, troops in 
Catzlonia since 1635.° The revolt in Portugal was at least as 
serious as the Catalan one. The Portuguese under the leader- 
ship of the the Duke of Braganca proclaimed their indepen- 
dence. Their country had been united with Castile in a 
dynastic union since 1580, something which for several 
decades many Portuguese had found acceptable enough. But 
the Portuguese were almost as unwilling as the Catalans to 
make substantial contributions to the joint military efforts of 
the Spanish dominions, in particular if this involved not only 
supplying Spanish fleets with ships, but also sending troops 
abroad, as Olivares demanded, to Italy or Catalonia. Moreover, 
important sections of the native political and social elite had 
come to see further union with Castile as inimical to Portugal’s 
interests, while the regular clergy and most of the ordinary 
secular priests had always been opposed to Spanish rule. 
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In the late 1630s the Dutch had finally managed to establish 
themselves permanently in northern Brazil, thereby threaten- 
ing Portugal’s income from the flourishing sugar export trade. 
Spain (or Castile) was clearly unable to defend Portugal’s colo- 
nial empire as long as her priorities lay elsewhere — with the 
war in the Low Countries and the contest against France. This 
was resented all the more strongly because the Portuguese 
were made to pay higher taxes from the 1620s onwards to con- 
tribute to the costs of imperial defence. In the 1630s popular 
discontent had led to a series of anti-fiscal revolts. Although 
they were quickly put down by Spanish troops they prepared 
the ground for the coup d'état of 1640 in which many noblemen 
as well as a number of rich Lisbon merchants dissatisfied with 
Spanish rule took part, and which was secretly supported by 
France. Within a very short time Spanish rule collapsed, 
so that the Duke of Braganca could be crowned King on 
15 December 1640. He was related to the last Portuguese King, 
Sebastian, who had died in 1578. Spain tried to reconquer the 
country but after a war which lasted for nearly 30 years finally 
had to recognise Portugal’s independence in 1668.* 

After the defeat of the Downs and the Iberian revolts, Spain 
clearly lost the initiative in the war against her enemies. 
Although peace with the Dutch in 1648 and the descent of 
France into chaos and civil war in 1648-53, during the Fronde, 
allowed Spain to make a temporary recovery in the early 1650s 
(Catalonia was reconquered in 1652), in the 1640s she was no 
longer able to assist her principal allies, the Austrian Habsburgs, 
in any substantial way, be it militarily or financially: the victory of 
Nördlingen could not be repeated. This was to have a consider- 
able impact on military developments in Germany. Initially, 
after 1635, the situation here was favourable for the imperial 
forces. The French armies were not yet able to intervene on any 
large scale, though they had managed to secure the allegiance 
of the most talented German commander in Swedish service, 
Bernhard von Weimar, and his troops, who were now campaign- 
ing in Alsace and southern Germany. But in 1636 a Spanish— 
imperial offensive inflicted heavy casualties on the French in 
northern France, and French troops could not make any 
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substantial progress in Germany until 1638. At the end of that 
year the important fortress of Breisach, controlling the roads on 
the right bank of the upper Rhine, fell to Bernhard von Weimar. 
Weimar’s death in July 1639 gave Louis XIII complete control 
not only of Breisach, but also of Weimar’s army. 

Before the French advance in southern Germany the 
Swedes, the other principal opponents of the imperial forces, 
largely had to fend for themselves. The mood among the 
Swedish soldiers, mostly Germans by birth, but also in the 
Council of Regency in Stockholm, was one of utmost despond- 
ency in 1635-36. It seems likely that Sweden would have been 
prepared to withdraw from Germany in exchange for some 
minimum concessions by the Emperor and his allies at this 
time. However, Sweden still hoped to gain a foothold in 
Pomerania. The ducal dynasty was expected to die out soon 
(the last Duke did, in fact, die in 1637). Though claimed by 
the Brandenburg-Hohenzollern on the basis of a legally indis- 
putable right of inheritance, the duchy seemed an ideal com- 
pensation for Sweden’s military efforts and, at the same time, 
a convenient bulwark against any further attempt by the impe- 
rial armies to establish themselves on the Baltic coast. More 
essential even than territorial gains, however, was to find a set- 
tlement for the financial demands of the officers and soldiers 
serving in the Swedish army. An amnesty for Sweden's few re- 
maining allies — the Landgrave of Hesse-Kassel in particular — 
was at this stage no more than an optional condition.” 

However, no substantial concessions of any sort were offered 
to Sweden. It was not only, and not even primarily, the 
Emperor who was opposed to a more flexible policy, but the 
princes of northern Germany. Brandenburg feared for her 
claims to Pomerania, and the Elector of Saxony relished the 
opportunity to treat his former Swedish ally and protector 
with contempt. Moreover, any Swedish presence in the Empire 
seemed to endanger Saxony’s claim for the leadership of 
Protestantism in the Empire, which had been so successfully 
reasserted in 1634-35. 

An extension of the truce with Poland in 1635 (Treaty of 
Stuhmsdorf), although on unfavourable conditions, freed at 
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least enough Swedish regiments to withstand an attack by im- 
perial and Saxon troops in northern Germany. The battle of 
Wittstock, which the Swedes won in October 1636, improved 
their situation and delivered large parts of Brandenburg into 
their hands, but not until the end of the 1630s did the Swedish 
troops regain the initiative. By then, the reluctant Oxenstierna 
had finally ratified an alliance with France (Treaty of 
Hamburg, 15 March 1638) which supplied Sweden with 
French subsidies for the next three years. It was, in fact, ex- 
tended in 1641. In exchange for the subsidies, Sweden had to 
sacrifice her freedom of decision; she now had to support 
French policy in Germany, and lost the right to sign a separate 
peace with the Emperor, a concession to France which was not 
necessarily in accordance with Sweden’s own immediate inter- 
ests. However, strengthened by the new alliance, Swedish 
troops beat the Saxon army at Chemnitz in 1639, and 
managed temporarily to occupy parts of Bohemia. 

The situation in Germany had now deteriorated so much 
for the imperial army that the new Emperor, Ferdinand III 
(having succeeded his father in February 1637 after his earlier 
election as King of the Romans in December 1636), decided 
to convene a full meeting of the Imperial Diet (the first since 
1613) in Regensburg. The Estates of the Empire were not only 
asked to grant new taxes to finance the imperial armies, their 
meeting was also intended to strengthen the Emperor’s hand 
in peace negotiations with the foreign powers which could no 
longer be avoided, at least in the case of Sweden. During the 
Regensburg Diet, which lasted for about a year, from 
September 1640 to October 1641, the Emperor had to make 
an important concession to the princes of the Empire. Not 
only the prince electors should be entitled to send envoys to a 
future peace conference with Sweden and France, but also all 
present and former allies of these two powers. Although for 
the time being the status of these envoys was unspecified — not 
until August 1645 were all Estates of the Empire finally 
accepted as participants with full and equal rights in the 
Westphalian peace conference — this decision was to have 
momentous consequences.° The Estates of the Empire were 
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about to reassert the right to negotiate on their own and to co- 
operate with foreign powers, which they had relinquished in 
the Peace of Prague. 


However, the meeting of the Diet in Regensburg could not 
stop the slow erosion of the imperial position in Germany. In 
July 1641 the new Elector of Brandenburg, Friedrich Wilhelm 
(the Great Elector), signed a ceasefire with Sweden, as he was 
neither able to defend himself nor confident of ever receiving 
any effective imperial protection. In 1642 the Swedes invaded 
Silesia and Moravia. Though forced to retreat to Saxony, their 
general Torstensson routed an imperial army commanded 
by Archduke Leopold Wilhelm in the second battle of 
Breitenfeld in November. After this defeat Ferdinand’s hopes 
of upholding the Peace of Prague in Germany with only minor 
concessions to Sweden and, if possible, none at all to France, 
became increasingly unrealistic. 

The way seemed open for serious negotiations on a compre- 
hensive international peace. In fact, in 1643 the first diplo- 
matic envoys arrived in Munster and Osnabruck which had 
been chosen as the venues for the peace conference. However, 
negotiations were delayed once again by the oubreak of war 
between Denmark and Sweden in 1643. This war seemed to 
offer the Emperor a last chance to defeat the Swedes, but a 
pre-emptive strike by the Swedish army against Denmark de- 
stroyed these hopes within the year. Denmark had to sign a 
humiliating peace in 1645. She lost the islands of Gotland and 
Osel (the latter off the Estonian coast) and the Bishoprics of 
Verden and Bremen also remained under Swedish control, 
though this was not confirmed until 1648. Ferdinand III's 
attempt to support Denmark by sending 20,000 men under 
the command of General Gallas was a total failure; Gallas re- 
turned from Holstein in 1644 with only one-third of his 
troops. The remainder had been killed, or taken prisoner, or 
simply deserted, as it had proved impossible to provide them 
with sufficient supplies. 

The next year the Swedes attacked imperial positions in 
Bohemia, helped by a simultaneous offensive by the Prince of 
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Transylvania, their ally, in Hungary. At Jankov (Jankau), south- 
east of Prague, Torstensson beat the imperial army decisively. 
It did not really recover from this blow until the end of the 
war, and the Emperor’s problems were exacerbated by the 
French advance in southern Germany. The French troops had 
already won a great victory against the Spanish at Rocroi in 
northern France in 1643. In August 1645 a combined French, 
Hessian and Swedish corps routed an army made up of imper- 
ial and Bavarian soldiers at Allerheim, north of Ulm. In 
September 1645 the Elector of Saxony signed a ceasefire and 
subsequently a separate peace with Sweden, and Bavaria’s 
further support for the imperial cause also seemed doubtful.’ 
Substantial concessions to the French and Swedes could no 
longer be avoided. 


The Peace of Westphalia 


On 11 June 1645 the French and Swedish envoys submitted 
their crowns’ propositions for the future peace in Munster 
and Osnabrück (Münster was the venue for the negotiations 
between France and the Emperor and the other Catholic 
princes and Estates, Osnabruck for those between the 
Emperor and Sweden and her Protestant allies). On 25 
September the Emperor’s plenipotentiaries submitted their 
reply. In the meantime, all Estates and princes of the Holy 
Roman Empire had been invited to take part in the peace con- 
ference, including those still loyal to the Emperor. Thus the 
negotiations were to be at one and the same time an interna- 
tional conference, and a meeting of the Estates of the Empire 
according to the traditional procedure of the sessions of the 
Imperial Diet, except that during the negotiations Protestants 
and Catholics were largely organised separately, in the Corpus 
Evangelicorum and the Corpus Catholicorum respectively, in par- 
ticular in all matters relating to religious questions.® The full 
participation of the Estates of the Empire meant that German 
‘internal’ affairs — religious as well as constitutional disputes — 
which Ferdinand III would have preferred to keep outside the 
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scope of the conference, would be among the principal issues 
in Münster and Osnabrück. 

Serious negotiations did not really get under way until the 
autumn of 1645, in particular after November 1645 when the 
imperial Obersthofmeister (Lord Steward) and President of 
the Imperial Privy Council, Count Trauttmannsdorff, arrived 
in Munster. Trauttmannsdorff had been instructed by the 
Emperor to make far-reaching concessions, if necessary, espe- 
cially to Sweden. In religious matters, that is for all problems 
related to the status of ecclesiastical possessions and property 
as well as for the confessional allegiance of the population, the 
year 1618 was to provide the standard for a settlement if re- 
quired (instead of November 1627, the key date according to 
the Peace of Prague). The Duchy of Pomerania was to be 
ceded in its entirety to Sweden in addition to Rostock and 
Wismar and parts of the Bishopric of Bremen. The Habsburg 
possessions in Alsace were, if necessary, to be ceded to France, 
though France was not to be granted membership as an Estate 
in the Imperial Diet. These conditions were only to be con- 
ceded when everything else failed, but they show that 
Ferdinand was prepared to make serious sacrifices to attain 
peace. The most explosive issue of the conference from the 
imperial point of view — the war between France and Spain — 
was rather slurred over in Trauttmannsdorff’s instructions. 
Spain was to be persuaded to cede some towns and districts in 
the Low Countries and along the Pyrenees to France, but 
otherwise it was officially assumed that the alliance between 
the Emperor and Spain would be maintained, and that France 
for her part would be prepared to abandon her Portuguese 
and Catalan allies. This assumption proved, predictably, to 
be less than realistic. The Spanish plenipotentiary in 
Münster, Count Peñaranda, who preferred a settlement with 
the Dutch to a settlement with France, soon fell out with 
Trauttmannsdorff, who, in his opinion, was about to become a 
traitor to the common Habsburg cause. 

In fact, driving the two branches of the Habsburg dynasty 
apart became one of France’s principal objectives in the 
negotiations in Munster. This was despite the fact that 
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Richelieu — and later Mazarin and the French diplomats in 
Münster as well — would have preferred a universal peace pro- 
viding for Spain to cede substantial territory along the eastern 
border of France and possibly in Italy and Catalonia too.!” But 
this solution turned out be unachievable. In 1646 it looked 
briefly as if Spain could indeed be forced to make far-reaching 
concessions; according to Mazarin’s plans the Spanish Infanta, 
Maria Teresa, was to marry the infant Louis XIV. The French 
King was to receive the Spanish Netherlands, or at least some 
of the most valuable provinces in the Spanish Low Countries 
and perhaps the Franche Comte as well, as a dowry. But with 
the death of the Spanish Crown Prince, Baltasar Carlos, in the 
same year the stakes involved in a marriage between Maria 
Teresa, now heiress to the Spanish empire, and Louis XIV 
became too high. Such a marriage would have made Louis the 
heir presumptive to the entire Spanish monarchy. The mar- 
riage project had to be abandoned and was not revived until 
1659. 

Moreover, in 1647 the Spanish position improved to some 
extent: Spanish troops managed to lift the siege of Lerida, a 
key fortress in Catalonia, by French forces in June; and even 
earlier, in January 1647, the Dutch Republic signed a truce 
with Spain which was transformed into a permanent peace 
one year later. Mazarin’s plans for extensive territorial expan- 
sion in Flanders, which could not be kept entirely secret, had 
considerably strengthened the influence of the peace party on 
Dutch politics and thus facilitated a compromise. This was a 
great success for Spanish diplomacy and a personal triumph 
for Count Penaranda, the Spanish representative in Münster. 

Despite the ever more desperate state of Spanish crown 
finances, a serious revolt in Naples in July 1647, and the crush- 
ing defeat that French troops inflicted on the Spanish army of 
Flanders at Lens in August 1648, Spain was now no longer pre- 
pared to make major concessions to France, especially as 
Mazarin’s hold on power in France seemed to be becoming 
ever more tenuous. From January 1648 unrest grew visibly in 
Paris and the French provinces. It gained momentum in May 
with protest declarations by the parlement of Paris and the 


136 


1648: A New Order for Europe? 


other cours souverains (the highest law courts) and took the 
form of open riots and street fights in Paris in late August. 
Under these circumstances Spain finally lost interest in a 
peace with France involving any major, and, as it now seemed, 
unnecessary concessions.!! 

The best Mazarin could hope for, therefore, was a separate 
peace with the Emperor. The ultimate objective, however, re- 
mained the same: to destroy once and for all the foundations 
of what was perceived as the dangerous and tyrannical Spanish 
hegemony in Europe. Ultimately this Spanish hegemony was 
to be replaced, at least indirectly, by a French one,!? though 
Richelieu, who had developed detailed plans for a future 
peace, saw this French supremacy as no more than a natural 
precondition for the stability of the new European order. 
France was to act as the indispensable protector of the many 
small German and Italian princes against Habsburg oppres- 
sion, being the only power capable of safeguarding their 
autonomy. 

The principal instruction for the French envoys to Munster, 
dated 30 September 1643 (the main clauses had been drafted 
by Richelieu before his death), show clearly that France 
wanted to destroy Habsburg influence in central Europe by 
strengthening the autonomy of individual princes in Germany. 
Two federations or collective alliances were to be created 
under French protection, one in Italy and one in Germany, 
and any future settlement was to be defended by all members 
of these federations who were to act as guardians and guaran- 
tors of the peace.!” In the German case such a solution would 
have meant that the present system of security, which was pro- 
vided by the institutions and laws of the Empire, would be re- 
placed or at least superseded by a new one centred very much 
on France. This was to ensure that the Habsburgs could no 
longer mobilise the resources of the Empire. This was particu- 
larly important as Richelieu and his successor were convinced 
that it would not be possible permanently to divide the two 
branches of the House of Habsburg, even if the Emperor were 
to sign a separate peace and give assurances that he would no 
longer support Spain. 
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For Richelieu this system of collective security had assumed 
priority over any territorial conquests, though this was proba- 
bly not true to the same extent for his successor, Mazarin. 
Nevertheless, French control over Alsace, or at least over the 
Habsburg possessions in Alsace, including the important 
fortress of Breisach on the other side of the Rhine in the 
Breisgau, was seen as an indispensable precondition for peace. 
The French instruction of 1643 also mentioned the Franche 
Comte, Luxemburg and the county of Artois as territories 
which Spain was to cede to France, in addition to Navarra and 
Roussillon. Later, in 1645, it was further envisaged that 
Lorraine should be retained by France, and that all principalı- 
ties and dominions between Lorraine and the Rhine should 
be permanently controlled by the French King as their protec- 
tor.'* However, the principal purpose of these conquests was 
probably strategic. This is clearly apparent in the demand for 
control over key fortresses such as Breisach and Philippsburg 
or Ehrenbreitstein. France wanted to drive a wedge between 
the Habsburg dominions in southern Germany and the 
Spanish Netherlands in order to cut Spanish supply lines 
along the Rhine, and also with the intention of preventing the 
Austrian Habsburgs from supporting their Spanish cousins. 
Moreover, France was to achieve the capacity to intervene mili- 
tarily in Germany whenever this seemed desirable. 

The French soon found, to their chagrin, that these far- 
reaching plans were generally unpopular among the German 
princes. Neither did their demand, supported by Sweden, 
that the Emperor’s rights should be so drastically reduced 
that he would have become a mere figurehead, find much 
favour. In their joint proposal of June 1645, the two crowns 
demanded that in future no successor to an Emperor should 
be elected during the latter’s lifetime — this would have made 
it impossible for the Habsburgs to use the imperial authority 
to influence elections. Furthermore, they proposed that in 
future, decisions of the Imperial Diet should be valid only if 
they were unanimous. This would have paralysed the Diet 
and, given the further demand of the allies that all imperial 
decisions were to be approved by the Diet, transformed 
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the Empire into a mere shadow without any political 
significance. 

Confronted with German resistance to such proposals, the 
French delegates complained that the princes and Estates of 
the Empire did not know what was good for them, even when 
it was presented to them on a silver tray. They loved their 
country far too much (compared with the Italian states "ceux- 
ci sont beaucoup plus touchez de l’amour de leur patrie’, as 
one of the French envoys remarked); and put the territorial 
integrity of the Empire and the preservation of its constitution 
above their own interests.” In fact, the German princes, or at 
least the less powerful among them, recognised well enough 
that it was not in their interests for the political system of the 
Empire to be totally paralysed. This would only have replaced 
one master, the Emperor, whose power they now hoped to be 
able to limit and control, by two new masters, France and 
Sweden, who could not so easily be contained. 

Trauttmannsdorff was therefore able to reject French and 
Swedish demands for a radical revision of the imperial consti- 
tution relatively easily at the conference.!® Sweden insisted on 
these points more strongly and consistently than France, 
partly because it was not quite as difficult to win the support of 
the Protestant princes who were allied with Sweden for an 
anti-imperial position than that of most of the Catholic ones. 
These, with the exception of the Archbishop of Trier (until 
1645 the Emperor’s prisoner) and a few others, still saw the 
Emperor as their natural protector. Sweden wanted watertight 
assurances that no Emperor would ever be able to threaten 
the Swedish position and interests in the Baltic again, and the 
best guarantee of this seemed to be a settlement which 
strengthened the liberties of the German princes and Estates. 
But during the course of the negotiations Sweden modified 
her more extreme proposals because it turned out to be 
difficult enough to gain the territorial concessions and 
financial compensation for the Swedish army upon which the 
Swedish chancellor Oxenstierna insisted.!’ Sweden’s demand 
for religious toleration to be granted to Protestants in Austria 
and Bohemia, which would have allowed the exiled noblemen 
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serving in the Swedish army to return home, had also to be 
abandoned. Trauttmannsdorff was adamant in rejecting these 
demands. He declared that his master, Ferdinand III, would 
rather lose his crown and see his sons slaughtered by Swedish 
soldiers in front of his own eyes than revise the religious and 
political settlement imposed on the Habsburg hereditary do- 
minions in the 1620s.'? As Sweden could expect little serious 
support from France in her fight for the partial re-establish- 
ment of Protestantism in the Habsburg territories, her emis- 
saries had, in the end, to acknowledge defeat in this matter. 
The Protestant exiles from Bohemia and Austria who had 
hoped that Sweden would manage to insert a clause in the 
treaties providing for religious toleration and for the restitu- 
tion of their confiscated goods, or at least for compensation, 
came away empty-handed, despite the fact that when the 
peace was signed in October 1648, Swedish troops were occu- 
pying large parts of Bohemia, including the New Town of 
Prague and the Hradshin, the imperial residence in the 
Bohemian capital. 


On the other hand, Sweden did not greatly care about the 
Franco-Spanish conflict; a settlement in Germany was quite 
sufficient to satisfy Swedish interests. But with the conflict with 
Spain unresolved, it was impossible for France to establish the 
system of collective security envisaged by Richelieu. 
Nevertheless, Mazarin as well as Oxenstierna continued to 
press for an arrangement which would have obliged not only 
the principal participants in the conference, but each and 
every prince and Estate of the Empire to uphold all clauses of 
the peace, if necessary by force of arms. This would in all like- 
lihood have rendered the jurisdiction of the imperial law 
courts obsolete as a means of settling conflicts in the Empire, 
and would greatly have facilitated outside intervention in the 
affairs of the Empire. The imperial envoys tried to counter this 
proposition by demanding that the Estates of France and 
Sweden take a solemn pledge to uphold the peace in exactly 
the same way as the Estates and princes of the Empire.’ But 
this attempt to assign to the Swedish Riksdag and the French 
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parlements and Etats generaux and provinciaux a role similar to 
that of the Imperial Diet in Germany was bound to fail. The 
constitutional and political situation was too different in the 
two kingdoms from that which had developed in Germany. 
And the instruction for the French envoys (1643) had already 
firmly rejected any claim that the French opposition at home 
be granted the same rights that France claimed for the rebel- 
lious Portuguese and Catalans, or for the princes of the 
Empire.’ 

In the end, however, the German princes failed to support 
the idea of a collective security system safeguarding the provi- 
sions of the peace, which would have obliged each one of 
them to stand security for these provisions in case of a viola- 
tion. The treaties as signed in 1648 did contain a clause which 
called upon the signatories to restore the rights of injured 
parties — in so far as these were based upon the peace - if nec- 
essary by force of arms (IPO XVII, 6 and IPM § 116). 
However, this could be interpreted as giving at most France 
and Sweden, as principal signatories of the treaties, the right 
to intervene in German affairs, without granting every prince 
of the Empire the right to start a new war, allegedly in defence 
of the peace settlement. For ultimately the treaties were signed 
by the imperial plenipotentiaries and only a select number of 
delegates from the Estates of the Empire. The others were free 
to add their signatures too, but whether they did so or not, 
the peace automatically applied to them. Thus the signatories 
to the treaties were the foreign powers and the Empire.*! The 
Estates were therefore not truly independent and sovereign 
participants in the diplomatic transactions but rather, next to 
the Emperor, representatives of the body of the whole Empire. 

In fact, although the treaties explicitly confirmed the right 
of the princes to conclude alliances among themselves and 
with powers outside the Empire, thus implicitly also asserting 
their right to pursue their own foreign policy and even to 
maintain armed forces (all these rights had been severely cur- 
tailed by the Peace of Prague), such alliances had to remain 
compatible with the loyalty all princes owed to the Emperor 
and the Empire and were not to disturb the peace among the 
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Estates of Germany. In theory at least, the autonomy of the 
princes therefore remained limited; in legal terms they were 
not fully sovereign. Moreover, long before 1618, the princes 
had sought other rulers as allies within and without the 
confines of the Empire. Admittedly this had been in an age 
when even towns subject to a territorial lord had been 
members of federations and alliances such as the Hanseatic 
League; the right to conclude alliances with other political 
powers had not yet become a hallmark of sovereignty to the 
same extent as it did later.” On the other hand, the right 
which the treaties granted the princes and Estates to partici- 
pate in formulating the official foreign policy of the Empire, 
as they had done in Münster and Osnabrück, proved difficult 
to enforce after 1648. At later international conferences, as 
opposed to the Westphalian peace conference, the Empire as 
a body politic was de facto represented by the Emperor’s dele- 
gates alone in most cases, although some of the more power- 
ful princes sent their own envoys to represent their 
principalities. But these had little influence on imperial 
policy. *° 


The peace which, after considerable delays, was finally signed 
simultaneously in Münster and Osnabrück on 24 October 
1648 was in many ways a remarkably conservative document. 
After attempts by Sweden and France to introduce drastic 
changes in the constitution of the Empire had failed, a return 
to the status quo ante and to old established customs and pre- 
scriptive rights became the principle guiding the settlement of 
most conflicts, and certainly as far as the purely German side 
of tlıe provisions was concerned. In fact, both Heinz 
Duchhardt and Andreas Osiander have recently pointed out 
that the arrangements agreed on in Münster and Osnabrück 
differed from the results of the great international peace con- 
ferences of the late seventeenth and in particular the eigh- 
teenth centuries, in that they were not based on a 
‘programmatic’ consensus (Osiander), but rather on estab- 
lished law, custom and precedent - all subject to interpreta- 
tion, of course. A programmatic consensus would have 
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implied pragmatic solutions, if necessary disregarding estab- 
lished legal rights, and guided solely by the wish to create an 
evenly balanced political equilibrium, a “balance of power’ al- 
lowing the principal participants to feel militarily and politi- 
cally secure for the future. Certainly the idea of some sort of 
equilibrium, and even more of security, was not absent from 
the minds of the diplomats in Münster and Osnabrück, but es- 
sentially it was the rule of law itself which was to ensure that 
these principles were realised.** 

The rule of law, the ideal proclaimed by the (often 
Protestant) legal scholars and lawyers of the period before the 
outbreak of war, became the fundamental principle governing 
political life in the Empire more than ever after 1648. This is 
not to say that innovations which disregarded established 
customs and rights were avoided altogether. The eighth elec- 
toral dignity created for the Count Palatine, who was restored 
to his dominions in the Lower Palatinate, in compensation 
for his original title which the Duke of Bavaria now held, was 
such an innovation. Furthermore, Western Pomerania 
(Vorpommern), as well as Bremen and Verden and the town 
of Wismar (in Mecklenburg), were ceded to Sweden (as impe- 
rial fiefs), which also received an indemnity of five million 
Taler, to be paid in several instalments by the Holy Roman 
Empire and its Estates; the money was to enable the Swedish 
crown to pay off the officers and soldiers in Swedish service at 
the end of the war. The Habsburg possessions in southern 
Alsace and their rather ill-defined rights of suzerainty in 
northern Alsace went to France (with full sovereignty for 
France in order to prevent the French King from becoming a 
member of the Imperial Diet); there were certainly no estab- 
lished legal titles for these territorial changes. Slightly differ- 
ent was the case of the three Bishoprics of Metz, Toul and 
Verdun which to all intents and purposes had been under 
French control since the 1550s, but which now became an 
integral part of the kingdom of France. 

Other clauses of the peace provided for the cession of 
the Bishoprics of Minden and Halberstadt to Brandenburg 
(as compensation for western Pomerania — only eastern 
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Pomerania passed by normal right of inheritance to the 
Hohenzollern), with an expectancy for the Bishopric of 
Magdeburg (the secularisation of these ecclesiastical principal- 
ities was accepted by the signatories). Bavaria was confirmed 
in the possession of the Upper Palatinate, and Saxony in the 
possession of Upper and Lower Lusatia in accordance with 
the provisions of the Peace of Prague. The sovereignty of the 
Dutch Republic and the Helvetian Confederation was as- 
serted, but both states had already been de facto independent 
of the Empire in 1618, and in the Dutch case all impediments 
to full Dutch sovereignty had in fact just been removed by the 
Dutch-Spanish treaty of Münster signed in January 1648. 

Otherwise, the provisions of the peace were cautious 
enough. Admittedly, all existing rights of the princes and 
Estates were declared inviolate and their territorial superiority 
(ius territorii et superioritatis, "Landeshoheit’ or, as the French 
translations called this right, “droit de souverainité’, perhaps a 
deliberate overstatement) was affirmed in strong terms (e.g. 
IPO VIII, 1; V, 30). Moreover, in future the Emperor was to 
take no major political decision without the consent of the 
Estates obtained in the sessions of the Imperial Diet. Thus the 
Westphalian peace did undoubtedly change the political 
balance in the Empire in favour of the princes; nevertheless, 
those of the Emperor’s rights which had not been expressly 
limited or declared void, remained unspecified (in particular 
his prerogatives as supreme judge in all legal disputes and as 
highest liege lord, Lehensherr, in the Empire); they were not 
individually enumerated.” The Emperor was thus given some 
leeway for a wider interpretation of these prerogatives once 
the political situation was more favourable for him than it was 
in 1648. 

Of course, any return to the dominant position he had 
achieved in 1635 in the Peace of Prague was out of the ques- 
tion after 1648 but, as many principalities, not to mention the 
counts, knights and Reichsstadte, were really too small and weak 
to exploit the rights which the treaties had granted them (they 
were, for example, hardly able to develop their own foreign 
policy on a European scale), they had to seek the protection 
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and patronage of a greater power. And for many of them the 
Emperor remained the most natural patron — certainly for the 
Catholics, but also for an increasing number of Protestants. As 
opposed to the power of foreign monarchs, his authority was 
now strictly circumscribed by custom and law. The very limita- 
tions which the peace of 1648 had imposed on him in the long 
run made him more attractive as a protector of the weaker 
Estates of the Empire than, for example, the King of France. 
Thus the Peace of Munster and Osnabruck did not entirely 
rule out a re-strengthening of imperial influence and author- 
ity at some later stage, as the final decades of the seventeenth 
and the early eighteenth centuries were to show.”® 

Among the most important clauses of the peace were those 
which were intended to settle the religious conflict once and 
for all. Following the precedent set by the Peace of Prague, a 
key date was introduced as a standard for the resolution of all 
confessional disputes over property as well as over the confes- 
sional allegiance of the population. However, this was to be 
1624, not 1627 as stipulated in 1635. The Edict of Restitution 
was consigned to the dust heap of history for good. In fact, in 
future all confessional disputes were to be solved in the 
Imperial Diet not by a majority decision, but in an ‘amicable’ 
way by negotiations between the bodies of the Catholic and of 
the Protestant Estates, the Corpus Catholicum and the Corpus 
Evangelicorum, as had already been the practice in Munster 
and Osnabruck. Although this procedure was rarely resorted 
to after 1648, the mere existence of the legal option of pro- 
ceeding in such a way obliged Catholics and Protestants to 
seek compromise solutions acceptable to both sides. 
Furthermore, the Reformed Protestants, the Calvinists, now 
enjoyed the same rights as the Lutherans. Finally, religious mi- 
norities, for example Lutherans living in a Catholic principal- 
ity, were now entitled to practise their religion freely if they 
had done so in 1624: an important provision which severely 
curtailed the zus reformandi, the ecclesiastical government of 
the territorial rulers, at least in theory. In the Habsburg 
dominions, however, where the Counter-Reformation had 
already been well under way in 1624, Protestantism remained 
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outlawed, as has already been mentioned. The only exception 
was Silesia where Protestants obtained a limited toleration. 

A final assessment of the Peace of Westphalia is not easy. By 
and large, the treaties defused those problems which had con- 
tributed so much to the outbreak of the war that had engulfed 
most of Europe after 1618. The age of religious wars was 
definitely over in Germany, though confessional loyalties re- 
mained politically important. Nor was there to be another war 
provoked by fundamental conflicts about the interpretation of 
the imperial constitution. Admittedly it would have required a 
certain degree of optimism to foresee in 1648 that a lasting 
and final solution of the major problems had really been 
achieved. The presence of foreign troops on German soil, for 
example, remained a cause of major concern. It took about 
two years before the Swedish garrisons in Germany were 
finally dissolved after the Estates of the Empire had managed 
to pay the indemnity which Sweden had been promised. The 
Spanish garrison in Frankenthal, in the Palatinate, was with- 
drawn even later and the same was true for some French regi- 
ments and those units commanded by the pro-Spanish Duke 
of Lorraine stationed along the Rhine.”’ 

In the second half of the 1650s the Northern War 
(1654/55-60) in which Sweden fought against Poland and 
later, at various stages, against Denmark, Brandenburg and im- 
perial troops as well, posed a threat to the peace settlement of 
1648. At the same time a possible intervention of the Emperor 
in the continuing war between Spain and France threatened 
to involve Germany once more in the political conflicts of 
western Europe. The fact that all attempts to end the war 
between France and Spain had failed in 1645-48 undoubtedly 
contained the seeds of future conflicts. In 1648, the imperial 
delegates had signed the peace very reluctantly without Spain, 
under pressure from the princes of the Empire and in particu- 
lar Bavaria, abandoning the Spanish Habsburgs to their fate. 
But it was far from clear that the Emperor was prepared to 
honour those clauses of the Westphalian treaties which were to 
prevent him from assisting Spain in her war effort. Concern 
over the links between Madrid and Vienna increased in the 


146 


1648: A New Order for Europe? 


late 1650s and in 1658 the Federation of the Rhine 
(Rheinbund) was founded under the leadership of the Prince 
Elector of Mainz, Johann Philipp von Schönborn, and under 
French protection to keep the Empire neutral even against 
the Emperor’s wishes in the last stages of the Franco-Spanish 
war. In the Federation Protestant and Catholic princes co- 
operated; this in itself demonstrated that many of the contro- 
versies dominating the Thirty Years War had receded into the 
background, but it also showed that there was still a wide- 
spread fear in the later 1650s that the peace settlement of 
1648 would collapse. 

This was not to be; the treaties of Münster and Osnabrück 
proved to be a lasting achievement as far as Germany was con- 
cerned. However, matters were different outside the Empire, 
where peace had not been established in 1648 and continued 
to be elusive in later decades, as the almost permanent armed 
conflicts of the period 1672-1714 were to show. But these later 
wars were not, as a rule, mainly caused by disputes in the 
Empire, as had largely been the case in 1618. Not until 1740, 
when the male line of the House of Habsburg became extinct, 
or in fact 1756 (the outbreak of the Seven Years War) did dis- 
putes in Germany become a major cause of a large-scale 
Furopean war again. Thus, while the treaties of Münster and 
Osnabrück provided a considerable degree of political stability 
and domestic peace for Germany, this was true for Europe 
only in as far as internal German disputes were a potential 
cause of European wars. 

Once France had managed to defeat Spain (1659), contain- 
ing the Bourbon monarchy soon became a major issue of 
European politics, and ultimately the central problem. The 
treaties of 1648 provided no solution for this question. On the 
contrary, the vagueness of those clauses of the Treaty of 
Münster which were to settle the future status of the 
Burgundian Circle (the Spanish dominions in the Low 
Countries and the Franche Comte, all officially still part of the 
Empire) pointed to crucial shortcomings of the arrangements 
agreed on in 1648. Moreover, the equally vague provisions re- 
lating to northern Alsace and the fiefs dependent on the three 
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Bishoprics of Metz, Toul and Verdun, which were officially 
ceded to France in 1648, as well as the clauses dealing with 
Lorraine, were all to provide rich material for future disputes. 
The very vagueness of these clauses was guaranteed to provoke 
a less than scrupulous ruler, as Louis XIV turned out to be, to 
exploit the legal loopholes of the peace to enlarge his own 
dominions at the expense of his neighbours. 

The pron sunced legalism of the treaties of 1648 and the 
limitations inıposed on the authority of the Emperor certainly 
did not destroy the Empire, or even bring it close to destruc- 
tion as many German historians claimed in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries.” But the Peace of Westphalia 
certainly made the political machinery of the Empire even 
more cumbersome than in the past. In competition with more 
centralised political systems, such as the French absolute 
monarchy, the Empire was at a clear disadvantage. And the 
fact that most European wars of the later seventeenth and the 
eighteenth centuries were fought on German soil, often with 
disastrous consequences for the regions immediately affected, 
shows some of the shortcomings of the arrangements of 1648, 
at least from a German perspective. 

The Thirty Years War had begun as a German war — though 
it was to become much more than that. It was to end with a 
peace settlement which was genuinely European in origin, but 
ultimately German in scope; a peace treaty drafted by Sweden 
and France as much as by the Emperor and the German 
princes. It was to be a fundamental law of the Empire, the 
most important one after 1555. In spite of the manifest short- 
comings of the treaties of Munster and Osnabruck, as years 
went by, virtually all European powers came to see them as a 
central element of the European system of states. Only the 
Pope expressly rejected the peace in 1648, because it made far 
too many concessions to the Protestants. He published a decla- 
ration of protest against it, but his objections had already been 
anticipated by the signatories of the treaties, who declared 
them to be of no consequence whatsoever (IPO XVII, § 3).” 
The other European powers did not question the legal validity 
of the peace during the century and a half following the 
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conference at Münster and Osnabrück, even when they tried 
covertly or overtly to modify the territorial or other arrange- 
ments of the treaties, as France did, for example, in the late 
seventeenth century. The constitution of the Empire as estab- 
lished in 1648 was seen as a fundamental precondition for the 
security of all European states, or at least, of all of Germany’s 
neighbours. Only this constitution seemed to ensure that no 
German Emperor, or in fact any foreign monarch capable of 
imposing his will on Germany from outside, would be able to 
dominate the rest of Europe as the House of Habsburg had 
threatened to do in the late 1620s and again, though to a 
lesser extent, in the years following the battle of Nordlingen. 
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STATE FINANCE AND THE 
STRUCTURE OF WARFARE 


The Financial and Logistical Limits of Warfare 


The Thirty Years War was one of the longest and, in its later 
stages, most indecisive military contests in the history of early 
modern Europe. When peace finally came in 1648, the princi- 
pal belligerents signed the treaties of Münster and Osnabrück 
not so much because they had achieved their real objectives or 
because they were forced to acknowledge total defeat, but 
because they were too exhausted to continue fighting, at least 
on the same scale as during the past decades. This was certainly 
true for the Emperor, but France, though in a somewhat more 
advantageous position from a purely military point of view, was 
also threatened by domestic turmoil and faced bankrupty in 
1648. Peace with at least one of her principal enemies was there- 
fore imperative. The Spanish did go on fighting against France 
until 1659, and against Portugal, which had seceded from the 
Spanish monarchy in 1640, until 1668. But they could not have 
done so had they not ended the war with the Dutch in 1648 by 
recognising Dutch sovereignty. Perhaps the Swedish army in 
Germany came closest to achieving all-out victory during the 
last years of the war. However, even the Swedes found that their 
forces were overstretched and their resources too limited to 
avoid making major concessions at the peace conference. 

In fact, it remains remarkable that very few battles of the 
Thirty Years War can really be called decisive. The battle of the 
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White Mountain (1620), which brought about the total victory 
of the Counter-Reformation in Bohemia and Moravia, and to a 
lesser extent the battle of Nördlingen (1634), which ensured 
the survival of Catholicism in large parts of Germany as well as 
the survival of the Empire as amonarchy headed by a Habsburg 
ruler, can perhaps be so described. The same could perhaps be 
said about the Swedish victories of Breitenfeld (1631) and 
Jankov (1645). Breitenfeld put paid to the Counter- 
Reformation policy enshrined in the Edict of Restitution — no 
serious attempts were made to revive this policy in later years at 
least in northern Germany — and Jankov forced the Emperor to 
accept Swedish and French demands for a comprehensive set- 
tlement superseding the Peace of Prague signed ten years 
earlier. Nevertheless, neither Breitenfeld nor Jankov were fol- 
lowed up by swift campaigns which destroyed once and for all 
the enemy’s capability to rebuild his army and strike back. 

In fact, during the last phase of the war, after 1635, the ca- 
pacity of nearly all armies to mount major offensive operations 
with enough troops to besiege and take important fortified 
places, and to conquer large stretches of enemy territory per- 
manently, diminished considerably.! The number of troops de- 
ployed in any battle tended to become markedly smaller. At 
Breitenfeld, for example, admittedly the largest battle on 
German soil during the entire war, about 41,000 Swedish and 
Saxon soldiers had fought 31,000 imperial soldiers. After 1635, 
however, the Swedes as well as the Emperor were rarely able to 
send more than 15,000 men and were hardly ever capable of 
sending more than 20,000 men into battle at any given time. 
Outside Germany the number of troops participating in indi- 
vidual battles remained greater. At Rocroi (1643), for 
example, 27,000 Spanish troops fought 23,000 French sol- 
diers, but there the devastation caused by warfare was gener- 
ally not as extensive as in many regions of Germany, so that 
supplies could more easily be organised.” 

Of course, the overall size of armies remained much greater. 
The different imperial armies, for example, numbered about 
70,000 men in 1644, including the troops under Bavarian 
command and the other allies of the Emperor (but excluding 
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the Elector of Saxony’s troops and imperial garrisons in 
Hungary) — a strength which they were to maintain approxi- 
mately until the end of the war.* The various French armies, 
including those fighting in Italy and along the Pyrenees, were 
theoretically much stronger still — about 170,000 infantry and 
42,000 cavalry according to official figures of June 1639, for 
example. But this strength existed only on paper. The actual 
size of the army was always much smaller than official figures 
suggest, probably by as much as 45 per cent and for some 
units by as much as 70 per cent. Certainly a quota of at least 
30 per cent must be discounted from official figures for the 
royal army as a whole, even during those phases of a cam- 
paign, in spring, when no serious losses had yet occured due 
to fighting or a lack of supplies.’ 

The real problem, however, was not even the difference 
between the official and the actual size of regiments and other 
units, as demonstrated here in the French example, but one of 
logistics and finance. In most cases the financial resources of 
the early seventeenth-century states proved to be as inade- 
quate for achieving the far-reaching political and strategic ob- 
jectives pursued in the war as did the inchoate structure of 
military logistics. ‘These two factors — the lack of money and of 
supplies, or at least of the right amount of supplies in the right 
place — were largely responsible for the indecisive nature of 
warfare as well as for the enormous regional destruction 
caused by the war and the prominent part played by ‘private’ 
military entrepreneurs during the war.° 

Warfare was continually hampered by the shortage of funds. 
Ever larger areas had to be occupied by garrison troops with a 
combined strength of several tens of thousands of men to 
provide money and supplies for a comparatively small mobile 
fighting army, often not more than about 15,000 soldiers. Many 
principalities and provinces were so devastated that it was impos- 
sible to requisition larger quantities of food or collect the same 
amount of taxes and contributions as during the earlier years of 
the war.’ Even if the necessary cash could be raised and provi- 
sions bought, it proved very difficult to get them to the place 
where they were needed. Problems of transport were almost 
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insurmountable, unless grain and other stores were deposited 
beforehand along the roads along which the troops marched. 

The Spanish had, indeed, developed such a system for 
getting their troop reinforcements from northern Italy to 
Flanders in the later sixteenth century. Without relying on 
actual magazines controlled by the army itself, they managed 
to make the villages and towns along the ‘Spanish Road’ set 
aside provisions in advance. This meant that food did not have 
to be requisitioned or collected laboriously when the troops 
arrived, but could be distributed straight away at the predeter- 
mined resting places of the troops, the so called étapes. As an 
alternative, frequently used in later years, the Spanish crown 
employed private contractors to provide the necessary goods 
at the étapes. The system worked reasonably well, but then, at 
least before 1618, the Spanish troops marched along a prede- 
termined route through areas normally not devasted by war, 
where supplies could be bought at reasonable prices by the 
contractors, or collected by the local authorities. When the 
French tried to organise a similar system of supply for their 
own troops fighting in Germany and along the border with 
the Spanish Netherlands in the 1630s and 1640s, they were 
much less successful. Sabotage by provincial and local author- 
ities, inadequate co-ordination of the efforts of the military 
and the civilian administrations, the rather haphazard com- 
munication between the government departments in Paris 
and the military commanders in the field, and the general 
lack of funds all greatly diminished the efficiency of the 
system. These problems were not really overcome until the 
reign of Louis XIV, after 1660. Even then, most of the provi- 
sions for troops continued to be requisitioned in the areas 
they occupied, especially when they were in enemy territory. 
Before 1648 most armies did not even try to establish anything 
like the French étapes.’ 


Financial and logistical problems constantly prevented mili- 
tary commanders from achieving their strategic objectives. 
Whatever military innovations the 1620s and early 1630s may 
have brought, the later years of the war, the years after 
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Nördlingen, saw a stagnation in techniques of warfare. In the 
long-drawn-out war of attrition which the military and political 
contest had now become, the main concern was simply to find 
enough provisions for one’s own troops and to deny the 
enemy access to areas where he could feed his men and levy 
contributions. The cavalry became the dominant arm of 
service outside the garrisons. Mounted units, though needing 
more supplies, in particular fodder for the animals, were able 
to requisition food over a wider area and could move more 
quickly to regions which were not yet totally devastated. In 
Germany many armies now had as many, or more, horsemen 
than foot-soldiers, whereas in earlier years of the war the 
cavalry had normally made up between 15 and 25 per cent, or 
at most 35 per cent, of the fighting forces." 

The paralysing impact of logistical problems rather qualifies 
the significance of tactical improvements made during the war 
as indicators of a long-term ‘military revolution’ going back, in 
its origins, to the wars of the later sixteenth century and al- 
legedly culminating in the reforms undertaken by Gustavus 
Adolphus.!! Gustavus Adolphus’s biographer, Michael Roberts, 
has argued that the King of Sweden managed to perfect the im- 
provements accomplished in the Dutch army during the war 
against Spain before 1609. His infantry was better trained and 
better disciplined than usual, achieved a higher firing power 
and was deployed on the battlefield in comparatively small units 
only about six lines deep. The best infantry of the day, the 
Spanish, had traditionally fought in massive tercios, square for- 
mations of up to 30 lines deep. The smaller Swedish infantry 
squadrons (about 400 men), grouped into larger units 
(brigades) of about 1,600-2,000 men each, ensured a much 
higher degree of mobility and flexibility on the battlefield. 
Moreover, the firing power of the infantry brigades was rein- 
forced by light, mobile artillery pieces; similar artillery units 
were attached to the cavalry. In fact, the effectiveness of the 
cavalry was also enhanced by supplementing its firing power 
with detachments of musketeers following the horse regiments 
into battle. Moreover, and Michael Roberts has strongly empha- 
sised this point, Gustavus Adolphus revived the offensive role of 


154 


State Finance and the Structure of Warfare 


the cavalry on the battlefield. Whereas it had become custom- 
ary for horsemen to attack infantry units by trotting up to them, 
discharging their pistols, and, more often than not, retreating, 
the King of Sweden had them attack at full gallop with drawn 
sabre or sword, perhaps after an initial volley of shots.!? In 
ordering this change of tactics he was apparently inspired by 
the Polish horse regiments which he had encountered on the 
battlefields of eastern Europe. 

More recent research, however, has shown that the Swedish 
horse never entirely abandoned the caracole, the attack with 
firearms at a comparatively slow trot; in fact, attack at full 
gallop with the arm blanche as the principal or only weapon did 
not become customary in the Swedish cavalry until the 
1680s.!? Moreover even Tilly, Gustavus Adolphus’s opponent 
at Breitenfeld, though trained in the Spanish army, was not as 
outdated in his tactical approach as has sometimes been main- 
tained. He relied far less on massive, unwieldy infantry squares 
than the cliché of the determined and courageous but old- 
fashioned and unimaginative Catholic general would suggest.” 
What did give the Swedish army an undeniable advantage was 
the combined operation of infantry with artillery, and of 
cavalry with both musketeers and mobile artillery, but of 
course even this innovation was soon imitated by others such 
as Wallenstein’s imperial army at Lutzen. In any case, the tact- 
ical improvements achieved by Gustavus Adolphus could not 
change the nature of warfare as such. They might be decisive 
in winning a battle like Breitenfeld, but to win a war more was 
required. In the first place what a commander needed to 
achieve victory at a strategic level was money. 


Finance and the Role of the Military Entrepreneur in 
Germany 


The financial resources of the various states had been a crucial 
influence on the war right from the start. When the rising in 
Bohemia challenged Ferdinand II’s power in his own domin- 
ions, he found it extremely difficult to raise enough money for 
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an effective campaign against the new rulers of Bohemia. 
However, the financial problems of the Bohemian Estates were 
soon just as great as Ferdinand’s, and in this contest between 
the financially insolvent those powers with access to enough 
cash and credit facilities for an energetic intervention dom- 
inated. After ten years of peace in the Netherlands, Spain’s re- 
sources were still comparatively ample and Ferdinand also 
managed to gain as his ally the richest German territorial 
prince, the Duke of Bavaria, who had organised the financial 
administration of his territory more effectively than most 
other rulers in the Empire. Because both Spain and Bavaria 
were able to cover a relatively high percentage of the cost of 
their armed forces out of their state revenues at this stage, 
they were able to maintain civilian control over these forces." 

The Emperor’s position was less advantageous in this 
respect. Although he received Spanish and Papal subsidies,'® 
and could rely on troops paid for by other princes, he resorted 
to a desperate measure to finance the reconquest of Bohemia 
and liquidate his debts afterwards: the coins issued by the 
public mints were drastically debased. In Bohemia the debase- 
ment of the coinage culminated in the creation of a syndicate 
of financiers and noble magnates in February 1622 - 
Wallenstein and the Protestant banker Hans de Witte were 
both leading members — which controlled the royal mint and 
directed the coinage manipulations. If they did not benefit di- 
rectly from fraudulent practices, and this point is controver- 
sial, Wallenstein and the other noblemen who were his 
partners were at least able to buy confiscated estates in 
Bohemia at discount prices and pay for them with debased 
coins. These manipulations, which were also undertaken by 
other rulers during the early years of the war, compounded 
the inflationary trend which had already existed before 1618. 
The result was hyperinflation, the so-called Kipper- und 
Wipperzeit (starting in about 1618, gaining momentum in 
1620-22, and not overcome until 1623), which severely dis- 
rupted trade and commerce, and was particularly damaging 
to foreign merchants from countries with harder currencies 
trying to sell their goods in Germany.!” 
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The monetary manipulations of the early 1620s could not 
easily be repeated. Ferdinand, still lacking the necessary rev- 
enues or credit facilities to wage war on any large scale, later 
had to employ a military entrepreneur to provide him with 
both. When Ferdinand decided to recruit a major army of his 
own in 1625 he entrusted this task to the man who had already 
been a member of the Bohemian coinage syndicate and who 
was to become the most famous of the military contractors of 
the Thirty Years War, Wallenstein. Because of his vast fortune, 
mostly accumulated since 1620, and his ability to raise credit, 
Wallenstein seemed predestined for this task. Hıs connection 
with the Calvinist banker de Witte, who hailed from Antwerp 
and was able to mobilise the resources of international finance 
for Wallenstein’s army, was certainly one of the essential 
foundations of Wallenstein’s success.'® 

It was a general practice of the time to leave the recruiting of 
individual regiments and companies to officers who were mil- 
itary entrepreneurs, treating war as a commercial transaction in 
a manner of speaking, as well as commanders. They advanced 
the sums which were necessary to recruit, arm and equip sol- 
diers or at least a considerable part of these sums, in the hope 
that they would later not only recoup their losses but also make 
a considerable profit. They could achieve this either by pocket- 
ing part of the funds which were meant to pay and feed their 
men, many of whom only existed on paper, which greatly facili- 
tated such fraudulent but widespread practices, or by looting or 
holding to ransom towns and villages occupied during the war, 
not necessarily only places which belonged to the enemy. 
Rewards in the form of confiscated estates which the rulers of 
the time used to compensate their officers for unpaid debts 
owed to them were also a possible source of financial profit. 

All this was well — or rather badly - established practice in 
1625 when Wallenstein recruited his troops. Even the fact that 
Wallenstein did not recruit only one or two regiments, but 
acted as a general contractor to recruit a whole army, was not 
all that unusual. Count Mansfeld, for example, had been sim- 
ilarly active on a large scale as a military entrepreneur during 
the early years of the war.!” What was new about Wallenstein’s 
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methods was that he extended to an unprecedented degree 
the system of extorting contributions from occupied provinces 
and territories. Places where troops were billeted had always 
been made to provide lodgings, and supply food for the sol- 
diers and fodder for the horses, often without adequate 
payment. Mansfeld in Bohemia and Spinola in the Palatinate 
had also demanded cash contributions from the areas where 
the troops were stationed in the early 1620s, but Wallenstein 
based his entire system of military finance on these contribu- 
tions. Essentially, occupied provinces had to pay his soldiers’ 
wages, or at least a very high percentage of them.”? The enor- 
mous contributions extorted in this way by Wallenstein and 
later by other commanders permanently changed the struc- 
ture of taxation in the areas under occupation. After 1648 the 
territoral rulers were to benefit from the fact that the level of 
taxation had been raised so dramatically during the war; their 
Estates and subjects had become accustomed to a burden of 
taxation unheard of before 1618 (cf. below, p. 191). 
Wallenstein’s system never worked well enough to make re- 
course to other sources of revenue entirely superfluous. 
During the first year of his career as imperial commander-in- 
chief Wallenstein may indeed have been able to finance his 
army exclusively from contributions raised in occupied territo- 
ries, as he had apparently promised the Imperial Treasury in 
Vienna.*! But this did not work for very long. Not only were 
towns and villages in principalities officially allied with the 
Emperor also forced to pay contributions, but massive 
amounts of imperial revenues from Bohemia and Silesia and 
later other imperial provinces, such as Moravia as well, were 
also assigned to the upkeep of the army, as de Witte’s biogra- 
pher Ernstberger has emphasised. In 1629 when Wallenstein’s 
military power had reached its height, the general reckoned 
that he would receive about a million Taler from occupied ter- 
ritories, a further million from the imperial provinces of 
Bohemia, Silesia and Moravia, and a third million from the ex- 
pected proceeds of the sale of confiscated estates and princi- 
palities belonging to the Emperor’s enemies.** This may have 
been only a rough estimate, but it shows that the sums which 
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the Emperor’s Erblande (hereditary dominions) contributed to 
the upkeep of the army were far from negligible. 

Even so, in the long run Wallenstein’s methods of raising 
revenues in the Empire created considerable friction, not least 
because his army was much larger than forces had been at the 
beginning of the war. Tilly had fought his campaigns with an 
army numbering no more than 30,000 men in the early 1620s; 
Wallenstein, however, probably had about 100,000, if not 
more, men under his command in the late 1620s. Nevertheless, 
even Wallenstein never thought of deploying all his 100,000 
soldiers on the battlefield.” Many of his regiments were widely 
dispersed and their main task was, in fact, to raise contribu- 
tions. This was not a very efficient system because the surplus 
which was left for the mobile fighting army on top of the 
wages and provisions for the numerous garrisons was limited. 
None the less, it was later imitated by the Swedes and other 
armies. To occupy whole provinces in this way at least had the 
advantage of preventing the enemy from raising contributions 
there. 

However, Wallenstein’s dismissal in 1630 was at least to some 
extent due to the fact that Ferdinand II’s councillors deemed 
that the political costs of this sort of warfare were too high. In 
purely economic terms Wallenstein’s system of war finance 
would probably have remained viable as long as the troops 
were kept on the move so that the regions where they were 
quartered did not suffer for too long, or spread out thinly, 
thus limiting the damage done by billeting. Moreover, al- 
though the occupied territories had to pay enormous sums in 
military contributions, a very high percentage of this money 
was spent locally to buy food, provisions, horses and weapons. 
The important imperial city Nuremberg, for example, paid 
about 440,000 florins in contributions to Wallenstein between 
1625 and 1630, but Nuremberg was also an important centre 
for the manufacture of weapons and for the international 
trade in arms and military equipment. The amount of money 
spent by the agent of Wallenstein’s banker, Hans de Witte, in 
Nuremberg therefore far exceeded the contributions which 
the city paid.** 
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Wallenstein was the most important of the military entre- 
preneurs of the Thirty Years War, but in many ways his pos- 
ition was exceptional. Though not a prince of the Empire or a 
sovereign ruler, he had acquired the newly created Duchy of 
Friedland in Bohemia after 1620. He was therefore a prince in 
his own right. His vast estates in Bohemia gave him the oppor- 
tunity to supplement his role as general and military entrepre- 
neur with that of a munitioner and victualler, selling grain and 
other provisions to his own army. When he was dismissed as 
commander-in-chief, his refusal to supply the troops of his suc- 
cessor Tilly was, in fact, one of the reasons for Tilly’s inability 
to stop the Swedish advance.” 

Thus Wallenstein’s position was exceptional in more ways 
than one. After his premature death in 1634, there was only 
one other military commander who acted as a military entre- 
preneur and general contractor on a similar scale during the 
later years of the war. Bernhard von Weimar (cf. above, 
pp. 130-1) was indeed the son of a prince of the Empire, but 
only a younger one. In fact, he was the eleventh son of Duke 
Johann of Sachsen-Weimar, and as he inherited only a tiny 
principality he was largely left to shift for himself. Serving the 
Elector Palatine during the early years of the war, he later 
became an officer in Christian of Denmark’s army. After 
Christian’s defeat he took up service as a general in Gustavus 
Adolphus’s expeditionary corps in 1631, and as one of the 
most important Swedish commanders, he was rewarded for his 
services by the Swedish crown with the territory of the 
Bishoprics of Wurzburg and Bamberg — transformed into a 
new Duchy of Franconia in 1633. 

Defeated at Nordlingen in 1634, he offered the services of 
the remaining troops under his command to Louis XIII of 
France. In October 1635 the representatives of the French 
crown and Bernhard von Weimar signed a contract which 
assigned Bernhard an annual income of 400,000 livres. In 
return, the general was to put an army of 12,000 foot-soldiers 
and 6,000 horse in the field, much smaller, of course, than 
Wallenstein’s vast armada. However, there was a clear parallel 
with Wallenstein’s career — Wallenstein had been created 
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Duke of Mecklenburg at the height of his career - in that 
Bernhard managed to elicit a promise from the French that 
they would confer the Habsburg Landgraviate of Upper Alsace 
on him as a principality.”° After Bernhard’s death in June 
1639, the heyday of the large-scale military contractor and en- 
trepreneur who recruited and commanded whole armies was 
over, but generals and officers continued to treat war as a busi- 
ness in a more limited way. Even in the French army, which 
even before 1660 was already under stricter civilian control 
than other forces, colonels (or mestres de camp as they were nor- 
mally called in the French army before 1661) and captains, 
who had frequently bought their commissions, remained in 
many ways owners of their regiments and companies respect- 
ively. Charges as colonel could even be sold to women, who of 
course did not serve themselves but entrusted the position in 
question to a deputy. As late as 1650 the French secretary of 
war, Le Tellier, could say that the King’s army was a virtual re- 
public in which the lieutenant generals considered their 
brigades as ‘so many cantons’.?’ 

Nevertheless, the later years of the Thirty Years War did see 
a certain tendency to tighten government control over the 
armed forces. One symptom of the changes which took place 
during the 1630s and 1640s was the different treatment re- 
ceived by prisoners-of-war, in particular officers. Whereas 
simple soldiers who had been taken prisoner were often 
incorporated into the victorious army, officers were released 
provided they could pay a high enough ranson. During the 
early years of the war it was normally the commander of the 
regiment or other military unit which had captured the pris- 
oners who received the ransom, but on the other hand, an 
officer who had been taken prisoner had to pay the ransom 
out of his own pocket. The risk of warfare — high enough 
anyhow — thus became even more unpredictable. As early as 
1635 Bernhard von Weimar had stipulated in his contract with 
the French crown that Louis XIII would pay his ransom 
should he be taken prisoner, as the King did for the maréshals 
de France. During the last years of the war it became normal 
practice for the rulers and princes for whom the various 
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armies fought to pay their soldiers’ and officers’ ransoms 
when they were taken prisoner, or to exchange them for pris- 
oners which their own forces had taken. Formal agreements 
were now signed which fixed the amount of money to be paid 
for each officer according to his rank.”° 

The risks of warfare for high-ranking officers were thus 
reduced, but they lost the opportunity to make extra profit by 
taking important enemy commanders prisoner, for not only 
was the ransom money now fixed, but it also normally went 
into the prince’s coffers, not into those of his commanders. 
The position even of a military commander-in-chief was now 
increasingly less that of an independent entrepreneur fighting 
for a lump sum at his own financial risk and for his own profit, 
and gradually more like that of a genuine officeholder. 
Commanders did, however, retain a great deal of autonomy in 
financial matters until 1648 and beyond. 

The later phases of the Thirty Years War also saw a 
modification of the system of contributions on which the 
finances of the various armies so largely rested. After the Peace 
of Prague (1635) the imperial army for one was no longer 
financed by contributions extorted at will by troops from the 
occupied territories but at least in theory by regular taxes. The 
Estates of the Empire which had signed the Treaty of Prague 
had agreed to pay the costs necessary to finance the army 
which was to eject the foreign invaders — in particular the 
Swedes — from Germany. Later the Council of Electors and the 
Regensburg Diet of 1640-41 granted further taxes, and the as- 
semblies of the various Circles of the Empire, or at least of 
those Circles which still maintained some coherence and which 
were willing to co-operate with the Emperor, did the same. 
Even if the amount of money which a given territory or princi- 
pality actually paid to the troops under the immediate or 
indirect command of the Emperor often bore little relation to 
the amount of taxes granted, some sort of legal system for 
supplying the imperial army and for paying the soldiers’ wages 
was now established or re-established.”” When this system 
worked, which was probably never more than intermittently, 
it worked best for garrison troops which concentrated on 
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defending those principalities which also paid the contribu- 
tions to maintain them. It was, however, inadequate for more 
ambitious military operations. Major campaigns which ex- 
tended beyond a given geographical and political region could 
not be fully financed in this way. Such campaigns required 
central funds, which in the case of the imperial army had to 
come from the revenues of the hereditary lands (Austria, 
Bohemia etc.) or, before 1640, from Spanish subsidies.” 

If such funds were not available, whole armies could be 
wiped out by famine, disease and desertion during a major of- 
fensive, sometimes without a single battle, as the imperial 
advance into northern Germany and Holstein in 1644, for 
example, was to show.*! However, the revenues raised in the 
imperial hereditary lands were never really enough to create a 
sufficiently large central fund to supplement the contributions 
raised in the Empire, and they became even less adequate in 
the late 1640s, when the Swedes occupied parts of the imperial 
dominions. Temporary or more permanent enemy occupation 
of some of his richest dominions was one of the problems the 
Emperor faced. The other was the somewhat old-fashioned 
taxation system, which had never been properly overhauled 
and which continued to be controlled by the Estates of the in- 
dividual provinces. In a way, Ferdinand II had raised money in 
the Empire much more arbitrarily during the late 1620s and 
the early 1630s than he dared to do in his own dominions, in 
spite of the victory he had gained against the rebellious 
Estates of Bohemia in 1620.°* Thus the imperial armies’ ability 
to attack and to fight major campaigns was gradually reduced. 
The garrison troops under imperial command which were 
paid for out of local contributions could probably have gone 
on fighting indefinitely, like the garrisons of their enemies. 
But the fact that at the end of the Thirty Years War two-thirds 
of the cost of maintaining the imperial army were financed by 
taxes and contributions raised outside the hereditary lands 
meant that the Emperor had lost control over many of his reg- 
iments. These tended to comply with the wishes of their local 
paymasters much more often than with the orders of the 
Imperial War Council in Vienna.” 
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Of course, the financial problems which the imperial armies 
experienced in the 1640s were not unique to them; other 
armies faced similar difficulties. However, the Emperor’s main 
oppenents, in particular the Swedes, were in a comparatively 
more advantageous position.** When Sweden had entered the 
war in Germany in 1630, a relatively high percentage of her 
army consisted of conscripts drawn from the Swedish peasant 
population. Conscripts had the advantage of being cheaper 
than mercenaries. They did not need to be persuaded by a 
special financial premium to take up service in a regiment, 
and later they could be paid less well than men serving exclu- 
sively for money and ever prepared to desert for better 
payment. During the years 1625-30 altogether about 50,000 
men were conscripted in Sweden according to a rota system 
which ensured that every village provided a certain number of 
men — by no means all adult men had to serve. A further 
25,000 were sent to Germany in 1630-31.°° 

Once Gustavus Adolphus began to operate in Germany, 
however, more and more mercenaries were recruited. As early 
as 1631, the year of the battle of Breitenfeld, no more than 
one-fifth of the soldiers fighting in Gustavus Adolphus’s army 
were Swedes; later the figure dropped to about 10 per cent. 
Only during the difficult period after the battle of Nördlingen 
did the share of native Swedish troops increase; they may have 
provided about a third of Baner’s 16,000 men at the battle of 
Wittstock in 1636.°° But with the exception of this period, 
Swedish soldiers were mainly used for garrison duty along the 
Baltic coast or outside Germany — at home, or in Estonia and 
Livonia, for example. The concripts thus gave the Swedish 
army a relatively cheap core of reliable troops, which was im- 
portant during the initial stages of the intervention in 
Germany when contributions from occupied territories were 
not yet available, and later, when the Swedes were forced to 
retreat to Pomerania for some time after the battle of 
Nördlingen. 

However, for most of the period after 1630 mercenaries 
made up the bulk of the Swedish army in Germany. These 
mercenaries were paid for out of the contributions which the 
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inhabitants of the occupied territories and Sweden’s allies had 
to provide. In this respect, the structure of Swedish war 
finance was not that different from the system on which the 
imperial forces relied. In fact, taxes raised in Sweden supplied 
only a very limited amount of the sums necessary to finance 
the war in Germany. During the years 1630-34 they provided 
perhaps 14 per cent of the total costs (most of this sum during 
the first two years 1630-31), and later even less, so that during 
the last years of the war only 4 per cent of the Swedish crown’s 
ordinary budget was spent on the war in Germany.’ 
Admittedly, further funds were provided by loans from 
Swedish or foreign financiers, not to mention the fact that the 
Swedish crown owed huge sums to the officers and soldiers of 
the army at the end of the war (unpaid wages etc.), as well as 
to the contractors and merchants who had provided the army 
with provisions. This fact made the indemnity to be paid by 
the Empire so important for Sweden during the negotiations 
in Osnabriick.*® 

Nevertheless, during certain crucial phases of the war the 
Swedish armies had more money at their disposal than their 
imperial opponents. This was due to two factors: firstly, 
Swedish control of a large share of the trade in the Baltic and 
the concomitant income from customs, and secondly, French 
subsidies. Income from customs had been particularly high 
between 1629 and 1635 when Sweden controlled the harbours 
of Polish Prussia. In 1635 the right to raise customs duties in 
these harbours, which in the preceding years had been worth 
up to 800,000 Taler annually, had to be handed back to 
Poland.” At this critical moment, when mutinies among its 
German officers and mercenaries threatened to cripple the 
military power of the Swedish crown, the French resumed 
payment of their subsidies. In the years 1631-33 they had 
already supported Sweden financially to the tune of, on 
average, about 300,000 Taler per year. From 1638 until the 
end of the war Sweden received about 3.5 million Taler from 
the French.“ This did not solve Sweden’s financial problems 
altogether, and the danger of further mutinies — such mutinies 
had already occurred after Gustavus Adolphus’s death and 
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after the battle of Nördlingen — remained. This was to become 
apparent in 1641, when more than 20 colonels of the Swedish 
field army refused to obey orders unless their and their sol- 
diers’ arrears were paid promptly.*! Furthermore, the income 
from contributions levied in Germany was, in purely quantita- 
tive terms,“ much more important to Swedish war finances 
than the French subsidies. But these subsidies provided the 
Swedes with those essential central funds which the imperial 
armies increasingly lacked. And these funds kept the Swedish 
troops mobile, because they had not yet been assigned to 
maintain the garrisons. 


Finance and Warfare outside Germany 


Other participants in the Thirty Years War admittedly relied 
to a far smaller extent on contributions, but the only country 
successfully to draw on domestic taxation as ‘the principal 
source of war finance without provoking major internal revolts, 
or facing the repeated or indeed permanent threat of 
financial collapse, was the United Provinces. However, as 
Marjolein ’t Hart has recently shown, even the Netherlands oc- 
casionally found that attempts to raise taxes provoked revolts 
in the peripheral provinces (for example, Gelderland and 
Overijssel). As in other countries, these revolts had to be put 
down by troops. But the situation was different in the central 
provinces, in particular Holland. Holland’s society was ex- 
tremely urbanised and commercialised; it was one of the econ- 
omically most advanced areas of Europe. Moreover, the 
biggest town in Holland, Amsterdam, was not only a focus of 
international trade but also the dominant centre of the 
European money market north of the Alps. The bankers of 
Amsterdam provided half of Europe with credit, and the 
Dutch state therefore found it easy to raise loans at fairly low 
rates of interest within Holland. The merchants, rentiers and 
financiers of Amsterdam were often only too glad to provide 
the Dutch Republic with funds. After all, the finances of the 
Republic were sound, and domestic creditors had the great 
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advantage of being able to control the budget and policies of 
their debtor themselves through the Estates of Holland and 
the Dutch Estates General. Furthermore, there was a surplus 
of mobile capital in Holland and arable land, which would 
have been an alternative investment, was relatively scarce. 
Thus buying state loans was attractive. Moreover, the fact that 
so many leading Dutch families had a large share of their 
capital invested in government loans diminished their reluc- 
tance to pay taxes. After all, a high income for the state 
ensured the prompt payment of interest on loans. Finally, the 
Estates of Holland and to a lesser extent of the central 
provinces of Zeeland and Utrecht, too, were able to rely much 
more on indirect taxation, on excises of all sorts, than on 
direct taxation. Direct taxation tended to create the problem 
of how to assess the taxpayers’ income or capital and estates, a 
problem which early modern states with their inadequate 
financial and other statistics often found impossible to solve in 
any satisfactory manner. Excises on food or luxury items, by 
contrast, were much easier to collect, at least in a commer- 
cialised market economy such as undoubtedly existed in 
Holland.“ 

The Dutch Republic’s great antagonist, Spain, also largely 
relied on indirect taxation on trade and consumption in the 
most important kingdom of the monarchy, Castile, to finance 
her wars.** However, Spain’s economy was dominated by agri- 
culture, and a high percentage of agricultural produce never 
reached the market to be sold for cash because it was con- 
sumed by the producers, or because it remained part of a non- 
monetarised economy in other ways, for example as wages 
paid in kind to agricultural labourers. This system was there- 
fore never ideally suited to tap the real wealth of the country. 
It became, however, ever more inadequate when the economy 
in general and trade and manufacturing in particular, expand- 
ing for most of the sixteenth century, were struck by a severe 
slump around 1590. This was an economic crisis which 
deepened from the 1620s onwards.” 

However, until the 1620s the Spanish monarchy was able to 
finance major military campaigns surprisingly well. This was 
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due to a number of factors. First — and here there is a parallel 
with the Dutch Republic after all — almost the whole ‘political 
nation’, most members of the political and social elite of 
Castile, had invested in state loans. As the King’s creditors 
they had a vested interest in keeping the crown financially 
afloat; Philip IIT and his successors therefore quite often found 
the Estates of Castile, the Cortes, co-operative when they 
asked them to approve new taxes or raise the level of existing 
ones. 

Apart from this domestic market for loans, the Spanish 
crown also had a vast network of international credit facilities 
at its disposal. Despite the repeated Spanish state bankrupt- 
cies, the great bankers and financiers of Europe were eager 
enough to lend money to the Spanish Habsburgs, partly 
perhaps because until the 1620s, and possibly until the more 
serious crisis of 1647, these bankruptcies were not as dramatic 
as the term suggests. They implied more a rescheduling of in- 
terest payments and a restructuring of debts than a genuine 
collapse of royal credit.“ Even if full payment of interest and 
repayment of the capital were somewhat doubtful, the potential 
wealth of Spain’s world-wide Empire was so great that it 
seemed well worth while to be the Spanish monarch’s creditor. 
If the King could not pay his debts in cash, he could still grant 
profitable monopolies or economic concessions and privileges 
of the greatest value. Thus Spain was able to live for decades 
with an enormous structural deficit in her budget because 
there were always financiers willing to fill the widening gap 
between expenditure and income. At the beginning of the 
Thirty Years War financiers from Genoa were the Spanish 
crown’s most important bankers. They mobilised the wealth of 
northern Italy, still one of the richest regions of Europe, for 
Spain.*’ It was no coincidence that the commander-in-chief of 
the army of Flanders, Ambrogio Spinola, was also the head of 
the richest Genoese banking family. Thus Spinola, like 
Wallenstein, though in a more limited and much more subtle 
way and without actually owning the army he commanded, 
combined the role of one of the crown’s principal creditors 
with a position as commander of its armies.*® 
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During the course of the 1620s, however, and in particular 
after the bankruptcy of 1627, the Genoese bankers were 
largely replaced by financiers from Lisbon in Portugal, mainly 
conversos (New Christians of Jewish descent). Until the early 
1630s this system, in spite of its serious shortcomings, kept the 
crown financially afloat; as much as 45 per cent of the Spanish 
treasury’s expenditure went into servicing debts during the 
period 1621-40 (47 per cent was needed to wage war whereas 
the costs of the court and the central administration amounted 
to only 8 per cent),*” although interest to creditors was by no 
means fully paid. During the 1630s, however, the system grad- 
ually collapsed. The measures taken by the Inquisition against 
the conversos, including some of the royal bankers, certainly 
did not help. Olivares also attempted to raise more revenue in 
the traditionally undertaxed peripheral dominions of the 
Spanish monarchy, in particular in the provinces of the crown 
of Aragon and in Portugal (the Italian possessions of the 
Spanish crown and the Spanish Netherlands already made a 
substantial contribution to imperial defence and adminstra- 
tion and this contribution could be further increased in the 
1630s).°° Olivares’s attempts, however, resulted in revolt first 
in Catalonia and then Portugal, thus threatening Madrid’s 
links with its Portuguese bankers. 

Spain's financial problems were greatly exacerbated by the 
decline in royal income from imports of American silver (and 
to a lesser extent gold), although the quantitative importance 
of these imports has sometimes been overestimated. 
According to fairly reliable contemporary accounts, the crown 
derived only about 10 per cent of its income in Castile - all 
silver from America had to be landed in Seville, Castile’s 
monopoly harbour for traffic with the Indies — from its share 
of bullion imports in the period 1620-40.°! However, in the 
1630s the amount of silver and gold belonging to merchants 
and other private importers was about three and a half times 
larger than the crown’s share, and precious metal belonging 
to private parties was taxed by the crown, and could be bor- 
rowed and sometimes sequestered. Moreover, it was ready cash 
which, once it had arrived in Seville, required comparatively 
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little administrative effort to collect and which had not been 
assigned beforehand to the crown’s creditors like other rev- 
enues. The silver from America was therefore more important 
than its share of overall royal income would suggest. 

According to the official figures on which Earl J. Hamilton 
based his seminal 1930s study, the total amount of bullion im- 
ported (both private and royal) had already declined from its 
peak in the 1590s (about 35 million pesos during a given 
period of five years, or more than 250 tons of silver per 
annum) to 27 million in the period 1621-25, and about 
25 million pesos for the five years from 1626 to 1630. From 
1630 on the decline accelerated. During the late 1640s 
(1646-50) imports amounted to no more than 12 million 
pesos. The royal share of these imports was a mere 1.7 million 
pesos, after it had been nearly 11 million pesos in the period 
1596-1600. It had, in fact, declined steeply earlier than overall 
imports during the years 1615—-20.°* Admittedly, the figures on 
which these estimates are based are not beyond dispute and 
they have, in fact, been challenged. More recent estimates, 
taking into account the bullion which was smuggled into 
Spain and therefore not registered by customs officials, are 
more optimistic and suggest that as much as 68.8 million pesos 
worth of bullion were still imported as late as 1635-39 (the 
figure for 1595-99 is 78.4 million).°’ However, even if we 
assume that more and more silver was imported without being 
registered by royal customs officials, such smuggled bullion 
was unlikely to find its way into the royal coffers. Moreover, 
gradually more and more silver was diverted to Dutch or 
French and later also to English harbours, either because 
silver fleets were captured or, more importantly, because the 
Spanish monopoly on trade with the ‘Indies’ was broken. Thus 
trade between America and Seville decreased markedly in 
volume in the early seventeenth century.” 

To a limited extent, the shortfall of income from the colo- 
nial empire and Castile itself could be compensated for by 
shifting the burden of war to the peripheral provinces of the 
Spanish monarchy, the Spanish Netherlands and the Italian 
dominions of the Spanish crown. This had been the intention 
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behind Olivares’s plans for mobilising the resources of the 
whole monarchy, a true ‘union of arms’ first developed in the 
mid-1620s.°° But, with credit facilities and income from tax- 
ation in Castile drying up in the late 1630s, the Spanish crown 
was forced to fall back on expedients which other participants 
in the Thirty Years War had already employed earlier. When 
fighting started along the border between Spain and France 
after 1635, the frontier provinces were asked to contribute in 
cash and kind to the upkeep of the troops stationed in these 
areas. If they refused, the troops would be used to enforce 
compliance or let loose to plunder villages and towns. Such 
measures helped to provoke the Catalan revolt of 1640.°° 
Nevertheless, with warfare concentrated on Spanish soil much 
more after 1640 than before - apart from the war in Catalonia 
Spanish troops were fighting against the Portuguse after 1640 
— the system of raising contributions locally in or near the 
areas where troops were actually operating was maintained. It 
ensured that Spain could go on fighting (in the case of the 
war against Portugal, until 1668) despite the collapse of her 
finances and her credit system. 

During the course of the war Spain underwent a gradual 
regression from a fairly sophisticated system of taxation and 
raising credit to comparatively more primitive forms of 
financing warfare — a regression exacerbated by the increas- 
ingly widespread devolution of formerly public rights and ser- 
vices, such as the recruiting of soldiers or the provisioning of 
troops, to great noble magnates and private contractors re- 
spectively.’ The opposite holds true, though with major 
qualifications, for France. France, unlike Spain, had no 
colonies of economic significance in the 1630s, and far from 
receiving subsidies from other states she had to pay subsidies 
herself to her allies, such as Sweden and, at times, the Dutch 
and various German princes, like the Landgrave of Hesse- 
Kassel, for example. Nor was the French crown able to raise 
enough contributions to finance its armies; the areas under 
French occupation in the 1630s and early 1640s were too small 
and, like Lorraine, had repeatedly been ruined by undisci- 
plined troops or deliberate destruction before 1635, when war 
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against Spain was officially declared. Thus the only solution 
was to raise the level of taxation, and, in fact, the 1630s saw the 
biggest rise in French taxation since the fifteenth century. 

During the 1620s, when royal income was already increas- 
ing, the central treasury in Paris received about 43 million 
livres tournois each year from revenues of all sorts; in the 
decade 1630-39 this figure went up to 92 million, and in 
the decade 1640-49 to 115 million livres (approximately the 
equivalent of 46 million Taler).’® Even if we take account of 
the fact that the silver content of the livres tournois was de- 
creasing, fairly reliable estimates assume that the French 
crown could dispose of a gross annual income of 770 tons of 
silver in 1645-46 as opposed to 470 tons in 1623, and 560 tons 
at the beginning of the 1630s. The reign of Louis XIV, after 
1661, saw a further increase but it was not as dramatic as that 
of the 1630s and 1640s. Gross income in the 1680s amounted 
to as much as 1,000 tons of silver, but this represented a 
ceiling which would not be broken during the eighteenth 
century and was, in fact, not even reached for a long time 
after 1714.5” Counted in grain equivalents, in order to assess 
the real value of this income, French taxes, direct and indi- 
rect, had brought in about 5 million hectoliters in 1620 and 
9.2 million hectoliters in 1640. According to one estimate, a 
French peasant who had to work about 10-15 days per annum 
to pay his taxes before Richelieu became the King’s first minis- 
ter in 1624, had to work about 35 days in 1641 shortly before 
the Cardinal’s death. 

All these figures show that the years of Richelieu’s govern- 
ment and the subsequent years of the Thirty Years War until 
1648, when the Peace of Westphalia was signed and the out- 
break of the Fronde put paid to all attempts to increase the 
level of taxation even further, were a revolutionary period for 
French crown finances. Within two decades the income of the 
French crown doubled in real terms. In terms of monetary 
units the increase was even steeper. Of all European states par- 
ticipating in the Thirty Years War, France was probably most 
deeply transformed by the impact of the war. The French 
example shows what it meant to finance warfare for long 
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periods of time primarily out of domestic taxation, without the 
benefit of a vast income from overseas colonies or the ability 
to transfer most of the costs of warfare to occupied enemy or 
neutral territories. What exacerbated French problems further 
was that the credit facilities of the French crown were far more 
limited than those of the Spanish Habsburgs (at the beginning 
of the war before they gradually deteriorated). Spain could 
always offer various economic concessions in her vast empire 
as security. Furthermore the crown could ask the Estates, in 
particular the Castilian Cortes, to guarantee loans. The French 
King had neither American silver mines nor a viable and 
effective assembly of Estates for the realm as a whole, and 
provincial assemblies of Estates had survived only in a limited 
number of peripheral provinces.°! 

Thus the only way to raise credit seemed to be to sell royal 
offices and regalian rights as security, like the right to retain a 
certain percentage or even all of the proceeds of newly intro- 
duced taxes. These surtaxes granted to officeholders in the 
financial administration were called droits alienes.°” During the 
war against the Huguenots, the Mantuan war, and the covert 
warfare against Spain in 1631-35, the French crown had, in 
fact, largely relied on this system to finance its policy. Income 
from the sale of offices and related regalian rights reached an 
all-time high, amounting to as much as 55 per cent of regular 
royal income, considerably more than the income from direct 
taxation during the years 1630-35. This is not to say that direct 
taxation did not increase from the late 1620s onwards, but a 
very considerable share, probably the greater part of the new 
taxes, went to officeholdes and owners of droits aliénés.®° 

In 1634, with open war against Spain imminent, however, 
the crown changed its policy: the surtaxes granted to private 
parties were now largely resumed. Those who had bought 
these rights were compensated but not at all adequately; that 
is, in effect the crown declared a partial bankruptcy in 1634. 
This policy did work to some extent. The level of taxation and, 
more importantly, the actual crown income from taxation 
could be raised even further. Statistics show that the taille, the 
most important direct tax, reached a maximum in about 1640, 
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at a level which, in real terms, was never to be exceeded until 
the end of the ancien régime in 1789. But the new financial 
policy put considerable pressure on the peasant population, 
who had to pay the bulk of the taxes, and at the same time an- 
tagonised important vested interests, the (former) owners of 
the droits alienes and hereditary officeholders in general. The 
result was stiff resistance to the increased taxation, often en- 
couraged by the officeholders and regional elites. Not only did 
it become much more difficult to collect anything like the full 
amount of the official taxes in many regions after 1634, but 
the later 1630s also saw a series of provincial rebellions which 
threatened the foundations of the French monarchy and, of 
course, further reduced the amount of taxes actually col- 
lected. One of the most serious of these provincial risings was 
the revolt of the Nu-Pieds, in Normandy in 1639, which re- 
quired 10,000 regular soldiers to put it down.™ 

In general, during the Thirty Years War the collection of 
direct taxes increasingly became the responsibility of the 
intendants, who largely replaced the older hereditary office- 
holders, the élus and trésoners. The intendants were officials with 
short-term, revokable commissions who were sent into the 
provinces to supervise local law courts and administration. To 
facilitate their task the intendants had troops of horse at their 
disposal, the so-called carabiniers or fusiliers de taille. But the use 
of soldiers, whether fusiliers de taille or regular regiments, to 
collect taxes and irregular contributions always remained 
problematic. The destruction caused by such violent methods 
was as much of a disadvantage as the fact that a considerable 
amount of the taxes collected disappeared into the soldiers’ 
pockets. There is, therefore, reason to believe that after 1640 
any attempts to increase taxation further foundered on the re- 
sistance of the peasantry and the local elites. If open tax 
revolts became rarer after the early 1640s, this was because it 
was now sufficient just to refuse to pay taxes, except in frontier 
provinces, where regular troops forced the people to pay 
contributions.” 

Thus French finances were by no means in a healthy state in 
the 1640s.The expansion of taxation in the preceding years 
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had only been achieved at a high price, that of administrative 
reform.® The basic structures of the highly illogical and 
inefficient French taxation system, with its many exemptions 
for certain provinces and privileged social groups, had re- 
mained largely unchanged. Nor had the problem of venal 
officeholding been solved. The vast majority of all offices in 
the French royal administration remained venal or/and 
hereditary, despite the fact that special royal commissaries 
like the intendants had curtailed the power of the traditional 
bureaucracy in some areas. 

Essentially, France, like Spain, was just muddling through in 
the 1640s as far as meeting the ever-increasing financial 
demands of warfare were concerned. Like Spain, she got by 
only by anticipating future income for several years to come. 
In fact, in 1648, the whole edifice of French state finance was 
about to collapse. The financiers who supplied the crown with 
loans were no longer able to borrow money themselves from 
private investors; distrust in the crown’s financial policy was 
too great.” The crown had already tried to avoid the impend- 
ing crisis by imposing new taxes on hitherto privileged groups. 
The result, however, was a general revolt, led, at first, by the 
noblesse de robe — those (generally hereditary) officeholders who 
claimed noble status. The Fronde, in which the crowds of Paris 
and other cities and many of the great noblemen of France, 
including some of the highest-ranking commanders of the 
French armies, later joined, paralysed France for nearly five 
years until the beginning of 1653. But it could not perma- 
nently undo the changes which Richelieu’s and Mazarin’s 
administration had brought about in raising the level of 
taxation and curtailing at least some of the privileges of the 
officeholders.® 

Nevertheless, the question remains why France proved vic- 
torious in her fight against Spain, although she faced 
financial problems which were, prima facie, not altogether dis- 
similar. Basically, we must take account of the fact that France 
was a much richer country, not by comparison with the whole 
Spanish Empire, but certainly compared with Castile. This 
was of vital importance, as the Spanish Habsburgs never really 
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managed to exploit the resources of their other kingdoms 
fully, despite Olivers’s schemes for a union of arms. Further- 
more, though rebellions struck France as well as Spain, none 
of the French provinces rising against the agents of the 
central administration in the late 1630s or during the Fronde 
seriously tried to break away from the kingdom to seek inde- 
pendence or a union with another monarchy. Even during 
the Fronde ‘national’ unity — and the word national is not en- 
tirely anachronistic in the context of seventeenth-century 
French politics — and loyalty to the reigning dynasty and its 
head, Louis XIV, then still under age, were not fundamentally 
called into question, whereas in the Spanish Empire ‘na- 
tional’ sentiment concentrated on the individual kingdoms 
and provinces not the monarchy as a whole.” For France 
‘Vive le roi sans gabelle’ was the characteristic slogan of 
popular rebellion,” while the Spanish Habsburgs lost one 
kingdom for ever in the 1640s, and only recovered another 
province (Catalonia), after 12 years of war, because the 
peripheral provinces saw further co-operation with the 
central institutions of the monarchy as incompatible with 
their own national or regional interests.” 

In the end, the impact of the Thirty Years War was to 
strengthen royal authority in France; this was a slow and ex- 
tremely tortuous process accomplished only at great political 
and social cost. All the same its consequences were momen- 
tous. In contrast to France, Spain (or rather, Castile) could go 
on fighting only by ‘liquidating’ the crown’s sole remaining 
capital, its own authority, as I. A. A. Thompson has pointed 
out. Adminstrative tasks, especially in the military sphere, 
which had formerly been carried out by royal officials, were 
delegated to private contractors, noble magnates and local 
communities. Ultimately, royal authority was largely privatised 
and decentralised. This process may have ensured Spain’s 
ability to go on fighting an essentially defensive war, but cer- 
tainly from the 1640s onwards it entirely eroded her capacity 
to wage an offensive war in the manner France did then, and 
later.” 
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The Impact of Warfare on the Civilian Population 


The preceding remarks have shown that of the major partici- 
pants in the Thirty Years War only the Dutch Republic was 
able to meet the costs of warfare out of the proceeds of tax- 
ation. Lack of supplies and of cash was therefore a problem 
for all armies, and, in fact, it was this problem which was to a 
large extent responsible for the undisciplined behaviour of 
soldiers. At least from the later 1630s onwards, starved or half- 
starved soldiers were quite a common sight, and undoubtedly 
the desperate state of this soldatesca was largely responsible for 
the atrocities which they committed when they encountered a 
civilian population unable or unwilling to satisfy their 
demands. Recent research, for example Myron Gutmann’s 
study of warfare in the Prince-Bishopric of Liége, has 
confirmed that so long as soldiers were reasonably well paid, 
they were unlikely to loot and burn the houses of civilians, or 
indeed to kill them.” 

Of course Gutmann’s results cannot be generalised without 
qualifications. During the Thirty Years War Spanish and Dutch 
troops rarely, if ever, resorted to a deliberate scorched earth 
strategy. The other side’s opportunities to retaliate in kind 
were too obvious and both sides tried to ensure that the 
impact of the war on the civilian population was limited.” 
This was not necessarily the case in other areas, where armies 
sometimes deliberately destroyed all supplies which could 
have been used by their enemy to feed and maintain his own 
force. Such methods were employed, for example, during the 
fighting in Lorraine in the 1630s, or when Swedish troops 
invaded Bavaria in 1632. Fourteen years later in 1646, they 
were used even more systematically and more recklessly 
during another Swedish invasion of the same region.” Even 
in these cases, however, the indiscriminate slaughter of civil- 
ians and the burning of villages and towns seems to have been 
the exception rather than the rule. Soldiers did ‘confiscate’ 
horses, cattle and all the stocks of grain they could find; some- 
times the animals were then sold back to their original owners 
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or other peasants at prices which may have been moderate 
enough, but were still so high that the soldiers managed to 
extract most of the cash the peasants might possess. Torture, 
so often depicted in contemporary chronicles, novels or en- 
gravings was not necessary to achieve this, though it did, of 
course, occur in some cases.” On balance, however, the worst 
sufferings of the population during the war were not caused 
by the direct impact of military violence, massacres and atroci- 
ties, but by the scarcity of food and the spread of diseases, 
which were, admittedly, also to a large extent results of 
decades of warfare. 

Although many smaller towns were burned down when 
taken by enemy forces, in particular when the garrison of the 
place refused to surrender and the town had to be taken by 
assault, the larger German towns were, as a rule, spared this 
fate; they were too valuable as fortresses but also as centres of 
commerce and trade. Moreover, they were normally able to pay 
such vast amounts of contributions that it would have been 
foolhardy to destroy them. Bernhard Kroener, one of the fore- 
most experts on the military history of the period, has come to 
the conclusion that most of the large towns of the Holy Roman 
Empire did not even see any major military units within their 
walls during the war; soldiers were normally billeted in the 
suburbs, and only the officers were assigned quarters within 
the walls.” Thus the fate of Magdeburg, burned down by Tilly’s 
soldiers in 1631 with a loss of nearly 20,000 lives — about 4,000 
soldiers, the entire garrison, and up to 15,000 of the 20,000 
civilian inhabitants — was exceptional, though similar events 
did occur frequently enough when smaller towns of 2,000 or 
3,000 inhabitants were taken by assault.” 

Nevertheless, despite the scepticism occasionally voiced by 
some historians, the losses which the civilians suffered were 
enormous.” But as has already been pointed out, they were 
due more to the scarcity of food and to the infectious diseases 
which the armies spread, and which found a fertile breeding 
ground among a half-starved and weakened population, than 
to direct acts of violence by the military. The worst years of the 
war for many German regions were undoubtedly the 1630s, 
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and in particular the second half of this decade; during this 
period, large areas had already been devastated but the popu- 
lation had not yet been reduced to such an extent that 
the demand for food had diminished sufficiently to allow 
some sort of balance between supply and demand to be re- 
established at a lower level. In many areas grain prices reached 
their maximum during the years 1634-40 as several factors 
combined to reduce agricultural production: widespread de- 
struction, unfavourable climatic conditions and fields ne- 
glected by a peasant population which had deserted the 
villages to seek refuge in towns and provinces or principalities 
less likely to be invaded by undisciplined soldiers. A similar 
rise in prices had occurred in some areas, but more briefly, in 
the late 1620s, and prices were to climb very steeply again at 
the very end of the war, in 1648-51.°° Not only civilians, but 
also soldiers, suffered from malnutrition, if not starvation 
during the later phases of the war. According to some reports, 
it was not unusual for soldiers in the late 1630s to eat dead 
cats and other animal carcasses, or even to beg alms from the 
civilian population.°! Other reports also claim that children 
were slaughtered and cooked, but these alleged cases of canni- 
balism are not confirmed by reliable evidence. 

Nevertheless, the years 1634-40 certainly inflicted 
maximum hardship on many regions of the Holy Roman 
Empire, not least because the financial and logistical problems 
which all armies fighting in Germany experienced became 
more acute than ever. Compared with the chaotic lootings of 
these years, the contributions imposed in a relatively orderly 
manner by Wallenstein in the late 1620s were, by and large, 
less harmful. One of many contemporary accounts, Johann 
Daniel Minck’s Chronicle of the Odenwald area (north of 
Heidelberg) confirms that many peopled suffered terrible 
hardships during the years 1635-38. They were so famished 
‘that they were nothing but skin and bone’. Most marriages 
became infertile. Whereas there were more than enough ‘bas- 
tards’ born to ‘whores’ (Hurenkinder), the affection of married 
couples for each other disappeared. Husbands and wives 
ceased to make love, families disintegrated and in the search 
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for food and a livelihood, children left their parents never to 
see them again.” 

As this testimony demonstrates, the disasters of the 1630s had 
social and psychological consequences as well as demographic 
ones. Family life was thrown into disarray and marriages broke 
up. But once some sort of peaceful life was restored, mass 
weddings seem to have been a common phenomenon, as 
Minck also claims. Even people who would have stayed unmar- 
ried for social or economic reasons before the war now sud- 
denly took a husband or wife. The pattern of behaviour 
reported by Minck for the Odenwald seems to have been fairly 
typical. In Bavaria hardly any weddings were celebrated for 
about three years in the parishes struck by the Swedish invasion 
of 1632, and subsequently by famine and plague. Once the 
worst was over, in 1635, however, more weddings were cele- 
brated than ever. In this as in other cases the resilience of the 
striken population is quite remarkable. Apparently even areas 
badly devastated and depopulated could regain their former 
economic, though hardly their demographic, strength quite 
rapidly. They could recover within a period of ten or twelve 
years, unless (and this is, of course, an important qualification) 
another disaster struck again in the form of occupation by large 
numbers of enemy or even ‘friendly’ troops during this time.®° 

It needs to be stressed that war did not only reduce the size 
of the population, it also affected social structures, for not all 
social groups were affected by the war in the same way. It is 
obvious that during an epidemic old people and small child- 
ren were likely to be the worst affected, but the lower orders of 
society, the economically weak, were also much more vulnera- 
ble than the wealthier classes. When the price of grain went 
up, large landowners and wealthy peasants could possibly, 
unless their farms and granaries had already been looted and 
devastated, benefit by selling at premium prices the harvests 
and the grain they might have hoarded. Small tenants and cot- 
tagers were more likely to have to buy grain and other food at 
prices which they could not afford; after a short time they suc- 
cumbed to starvation or malnutrition. But even when troops 
occupied an area, those with cash to spare were in a much 
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better position to survive, or even to benefit. During an occu- 
pation it was customary for the officeholders of the territorial 
prince and the local noblemen to buy a salva guardia (a sauve- 
garde or letter of safe conduct and protection) from the com- 
manding officers for their seats of office and castles. That ıs, 
the officers issued a declaration that the buildings in question 
were under their protection and should remain unmolested. 
Of course, such agreements could only be effective if the occu- 
pying army was still reasonably disciplined. If the soldiers had 
received neither pay nor regular provisions for weeks or 
months on end, they were likely to loot every building in sight, 
whatever their officers told them. 

However, more often than not the buying of such a salva 
guardia did work,°° and fortified towns were even more likely 
to be able to buy off troops occupying the villages beyond 
their walls. If, however, the peasant population wanted to seek 
protection, they had to take refuge in or near a castle which 
possessed a salva guardia, or in a similarly privileged town. 
Frequently this sort of asylum was costly. To pay the special 
taxes or charges which noblemen and officeholders some- 
times and towns nearly always demanded, the peasants had to 
sell their cattle or other goods. Often those with cash to spare 
bought the cattle and later re-sold them at much higher prices 
to the soldiers of the occupying army. When the peasants 
returned to their fields after the danger was over, they had to 
borrow money from the same merchants to whom they had 
earlier sold their cattle at discount prices.°’ By such and 
similar mechanisms, a vast redistribution of capital and wealth 
was accomplished during the war. 

In general, small landowners, rural and urban labourers and 
their families were likely to succumb to the war, while the 
better-off managed to survive. Some, though by no means all, 
were even able to strengthen their economic position. Thus 
Christopher Friedrichs comes to the conclusion for the imper- 
ial city of Nordlingen: ‘Although all groups suffered financial 
losses during the war, in relative terms the burden of military 
taxation must have fallen much more heavily on the lower and 
middle groups than on the rich.’ However, if a town was 
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looted once or twice or occupied for several years by troops, 
the well-to-do could also find it difficult to maintain their status. 
Bernd Roeck’s findings for Augsburg show that the highest and 
the lowest income groups were hardest hit by the war. After 
1648 a significant number of patricians, the old-established 
elite of the town, had to be counted - for purposes of taxation 
at least - among the ‘habnit (the have-nots), and there were 
few patricians left among the richest families in Augsburg. 

The picture which emerges for other towns is similar. The 
poorest strata of society were decimated by epidemics and 
famine, and made up a much smaller proportion of the total 
population after 1648 than before 1618. The very rich, 
however, though much more likely to survive physically, suf- 
fered heavy financial losses, not only through contributions 
and pillage, but because the interest on the loans and bonds 
they had invested their money in before 1618 was no longer 
paid. Indeed, it was not unlikely for them to lose the entire 
capital itself.® If certain occupational groups did benefit from 
the war in a town like Augsburg, it was the brewers and 
keepers of great taverns and alehouses who tended to reap 
profits from the presence of soldiers and officers.” 

By and large, it was not the old-established urban and rural 
elites who prospered most during the turmoil of the war. 
Large-scale contractors providing troops with supplies were 
often in a more favourable position,” and to some extent mili- 
tary entrepreneurs and high-ranking officers were also able to 
accumulate vast fortunes. This was, of course, a risky business, 
as Wallenstein’s fate or that of the many other generals and 
colonels who fell in battle showed. Nevertheless, a number of 
commanders, including some of non-noble or even peasant 
origin, did manage to survive long enough to build up vast 
fortunes through the spoils of war, the share of the contribu- 
tions paid by civilians which they pocketed, or because they 
received large donations of land from the princes they served 
as compensation for the money they had invested in their 
regiments and armies.” 

For the simple soldier, in particular the foot-soldier (the 
better paid horsemen were in a slightly more advantageous 
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position), any chances for social betterment were very limited 
indeed.”” In fact, the ordinary soldier’s life was in every 
respect ‘nasty, brutish and short’. Hated by the peasants, 
though often himself the son of a peasant or a former tenant 
farmer or cottager ruined by the war, his chances of survival 
were slim.”* The French army, for example, seems to have lost 
at least half a million soldiers (not counting deserters) during 
the years 1635-59, and most of the Swedish regiments fighting 
in Germany from 1631 to 1633 seem to have lost about two- 
thirds of their original strength within two years. Indeed losses 
of about 30 per cent annually were quite common for a given 
unit of soldiers during the war as a whole. 

Thus the adult male population of whole villages in Sweden 
was all but wiped out between 1617, when war with Poland had 
been resumed, and 1648. This was despite the fact that the 
Swedish regiments were, after the initial invasion, primarily 
used for garrison duties in Germany, though the same may 
not have been true for the regiments fighting against 
Denmark, in the Baltic provinces and in Poland.” For the 
common soldiers, the most common cause of death was not to 
be killed or fatally wounded in action — though given the lack 
of any medical facilities worth speaking of in the armies, even 
light injuries, in particular from bullets, could prove fatal. For 
them the most common cause of death was disease, contracted 
in unsanitary lodgings or because their resistance to an 
epidemic had been undermined by forced marches and mal- 
nutrition. Only for the officers, better fed and better housed, 
was death in battle — or as a result of wounds received in 
action — the most common form of death.”° 

Nevertheless, the armies of the Thirty Years War had no 
problems in recruiting soldiers, at least in Germany. This was 
partly due to the fact that soldiers, when they actually received 
their pay, were paid much better than unskilled day-labourers 
(though not as well as skilled craftsmen, especially those who 
had attained the status of master). Once the war had 
destroyed the normal structures of life, many young and not- 
so-young men saw service in the army as one of the few oppor- 
tunities open to them in a world where famine and plague 
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were ever-present and where the normal patterns of life had 
been upset. This explains to some extent why recruiting cap- 
tains and colonels could even reduce the pay of ordinary sol- 
diers during the later phases of the war.” There was now a 
surplus of men whose economic existence had been so thor- 
oughly destroyed that a company of soldiers seemed the only 
refuge left to them. Thus in the area of recruitment as much 
as in questions of finance the dictum bellum se ipsum alıt (the 
war feeds itself) proved to be true. 
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EPILOGUE: GERMANY AFTER 
1648 


The first signs of economic recovery were already visible in 
some regions of Germany in the 1640s, even where the 1620s 
and 1630s had brought widespread devastation. Demographic 
recovery, however, took several decades and even longer in 
many particularly badly hit areas where the population levels 
of 1618 were not reached again until 1750. If we assume that 
Germany — within the borders of 1871 — had about 18 million 
inhabitants in 1618, this population had been reduced by 
about a third to less than 12 million in 1650. If we take the his- 
torical borders of the seventeenth-century Empire as a statisti- 
cal starting point the result is only slightly less drastic, for then 
the population can be assumed to have declined from about 
21 million to about 16 million people. All these figures are 
only estimates, but in general there can be little doubt that the 
war had reduced the population of Germany by at least 25 per 
cent according to the most conservative estimates, but much 
more likely by 35 or even 40 per cent.’ Losses may have been 
exaggerated by some contemporary and later accounts, but 
the scepticism of those historians who want to confine one of 
the greatest demographic disasters in German history to the 
realm of myth is nevertheless unwarranted.” 

Of course, the various regions were affected very unequally. 
North-western Germany between the river Elbe and the Dutch 
border had suffered comparatively little or not at all. This was 
also true for Austria (the German-speaking Habsburg heredi- 
tary lands) and partly true for a number of districts along the 
lower Rhine. In other areas, however, the devastation assumed 
truly apocalyptic proportions. This was the case in north- 
eastern Germany, where Mecklenburg and Pomerania 
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(Hinterpommern, the area east of the river Oder more so than 
Vorpommern) were worst hit with losses of probably more than 
60 per cent of their pre-war population. Brandenburg did not 
fare much better, with losses of about 50 per cent. The 
Palatinate - to the left and right of the river Rhine — Alsace, 
and most of Württemberg, as well as the area between Ulm and 
Nördlingen, were also totally devastated with losses of between 
50 and 70 per cent; Nördlingen, for example, did not regain 
its pre-war population level until the twentieth century.‘ 
Bavaria may have ‘escaped’ with losses of between 30 and 
40 per cent, and Saxony suffered an even lower decline in its 
population (perhaps not more than 20 per cent). 

It is self-evident that such colossal losses affecting not just 
one or two regions, but altogether more than two-thirds of the 
Holy Roman Empire, had grave economic and social conse- 
quences. Economically they greatly reduced the demand for 
agricultural products which, unlike the demand for manufac- 
tured goods, is normally directly related to the size of the 
population. Of course, the volume of agricultural production 
declined too, but not to the same extent, for the surviving 
farmers tended to abandon the least fertile fields first. By 
working only on the fields with the best soil they could achieve 
higher average yields per acre, or at least prevent the decline 
in the yield per acre which would otherwise have been caused 
by the lack of manure, in itself a result of the reduced number 
of animals owned by farmers, or by the lack of capital and 
farm tools. Thus the price of grain plummeted after about 
1650-51 in Germany, and in areas not too severely affected by 
the war up to ten years earlier. This trend was not reversed 
until the end of the seventeenth century; in fact, in some 
regions it was more than a century before the downward trend 
was really broken and a lasting recovery set in.’ 

On the other hand, real wages recovered compared to their 
long-term decline before 1618; in particular, masons and 
other craftsmen in construction-related occupations now 
earned much more than before the war. In Württemberg, for 
example, their wages seem to have been three or four times 
higher in real terms in the 1650s than in the 1620s.° 
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Agricultural day-labourers also benefited, even in those areas 
where the landowning nobility, with the co-operation of the 
territorial ruler, forced peasants to provide unpaid labour ser- 
vices (Gesindedienste) and tried to impose regulations intended 
to keep wage levels stable. In Brandenburg, wages for agricul- 
tural labourers continued to rise, in real terms, at least until 
the 1680s, for example.’ Urban craftsmen may not have been 
quite so lucky. Low agricultural prices meant that the purchas- 
ing power of the rural population was limited and this was 
bound to have an adverse effect on the demand for the goods 
craftsmen produced. This trend was exacerbated by the fact 
that with the huge armies and their hangers-on gone, so many 
consumers of manufactured goods had also disappeared. 

Nevertheless, not all was bleak in economic terms after 
1648. One historian, Rudolf Schlogl, who has studied rural 
society in Bavaria, has even spoken of the period 1640-80 as 
witnessing an ‘economic miracle’ as far as agricultural produc- 
tion is concerned.’ Not only did production recover compara- 
tively quickly, but smallholders and cottagers also benefited 
greatly from higher wages and lower prices. With a surplus of 
arable land available, the younger sons of farmers were also in 
a more advantageous position than before the war (in areas 
where impartible inheritance favouring the eldest son pre- 
vailed); they were now much more likely to acquire their own 
farm. Better economic prospects also meant that men and 
women could marry younger, or that those who would have 
remained unmarried before 1618 had a chance to marry after 
all. The result was that the fertility of the population in- 
creased. In Wurttemberg children and young people under 
the age of 15 may have made up as much as 50 per cent of the 
population in the first two or three decades after the war.” 

But the ‘economic miracle’, if such it was, had its drawbacks 
too. As Schlogl argues, the decline in population and the 
undoubtedly much improved situation of the surviving small- 
holders and cottagers — a great many of this particular group 
of rural society had of course died during the war — meant 
that the pressure for economic change which had existed 
before 1618 was now gone. Once the balance between 
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agricultural production and population had been re- 
established, a return to traditional agricultural techniques and 
economic patterns of behaviour was possible, and with these 
patterns of behaviour traditional rural society was preserved 
too. In other European countries which had not suffered such 
a steep demographic decline as Germany, such as England - 
though population growth may have halted there too between 
1650 and 1700 — economic structures and society had to 
change to avoid disaster. Germany, however, could afford to 
stay ‘backward’ and ‘underdeveloped’.'° 

It is certainly true that many German regions were underdevel- 
oped economically and, though here a judgement is much more 
difficult, socially backward by comparison with England and 
France, let alone the Dutch Republic, in the later seventeenth 
century. This is true in particular for north-eastern Germany — 
Mecklenburg, Pomerania and Brandenburg - all areas which 
had suffered particularly badly during the war. More difficult is 
to spell out to what extent the Thirty Years War directly caused 
this backwardness. In the areas mentioned most of the peasants 
were personally unfree in the later seventeenth century. This 
meant that they had to provide the lord of the manor, whose 
tenants they were, with labour services free of charge (either in 
person or, more frequently, through members of their family or 
labourers they employed). Nor could they leave their farm or 
even marry without the local squire’s permission. However, the 
trend towards establishing this form of ‘serfdom’, more prop- 
erly called Erbuntertänigkeit (hereditary status as an unfree 
tenant) was well under way before 1618. In the areas east of the 
Elbe the nobility often farmed in person quite a large propor- 
tion of the land they owned (Ligenwirtschaft). The rye or other 
grain they harvested was shipped down the rivers and sold to 
merchants who transported it to Amsterdam and other harbours 
in populous western Europe. The legal status of the leases peas- 
ants held in north-eastern Germany — areas colonised in the 
Middle Ages — was particularly vulnerable and thus the lords of 
the manor (Guisherren) could either transform peasant land 
into demesne, or force their tenants to farm their land under in- 
creasingly unfavourable conditions. 
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However, as recent research shows, the crucial develop- 
ments laying the foundations for Gutsherrschaft (the economic, 
social and jurisdictional structures which enabled a nobleman, 
as lord of the manor, to control not only the economic activi- 
ties but the entire lives of his tenants) and Erbuntertänigkeit 
mostly antedated the war.!! After 1648 the nobility persuaded 
the territorial princes to confirm existing arrangements in- 
cluding encroachments on the rights of peasants, but it was 
difficult if not impossible for them to improve their position 
any further. In fact, their situation was often quite desperate as 
the devastations of the war, the extreme lack of manpower and 
the agricultural depression all worked to their disadvantage. 
It is therefore no surprise that a ruler determined to increase 
his authority such as Friedrich Wilhelm the ‘Great Elector’ of 
Brandenburg (1640-88) exploited this situation and gradually 
transformed the Brandenburg Junker (squires) into a service 
nobility. 

Those wealthy families which had dominated the Estates of 
Brandenburg in the sixteenth century and managed to main- 
tain their economic status nevertheless often preferred to stay 
away from the Elector’s court. Their members sought employ- 
ment outside Brandenburg instead of serving as officers in the 
Hohenzollern army or accepting positions as officeholders.’ 
Most noble landowners in the Kurmark could not, however, 
afford the luxury of such independent behaviour. In fact, the 
developments in Brandenburg are not unique in this respect. 
Elsewhere the social and political elite, and in particular the 
nobility, also became more dependent on the prince’s favour. 

The fact that the money market and the credit system had 
been thrown into disarray undoubtedly favoured the princes. 
Within the framework devised by the Imperial Diet after 1648, 
their councillors decided which loans from before 1618 and 
which debts incurred during the war were to be repaid and 
under what conditions. This was of crucial importance to most 
noble families, for they had nearly all either invested money in 
loans before the war or incurrred vast debts. By regulating the 
repayment or permitting the partial cancellation of outstand- 
ing debts and interest payments, the territorial goverment 
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could make or unmake the fortunes of entire families among 
the nobility and the urban elite. If the relationship between 
territorial princes and the nobility remained a partnership 
based on mutual interest, it nevertheless holds true that the 
nobility, acting as the prince’s partner, was now increasingly 
defined in terms of membership and internal hierarchy by the 
prince himself. 

In this respect the Habsburg monarchy is an extreme 
example. The assemblies of Estates continued to exert consid- 
erable influence at regional level but they were dominated by 
families who owed their status to the ruling dynasty much 
more than was the case for their sixteenth-century predeces- 
sors. The 1620s had, after all, seen a vast process of social se- 
lection, not only in Bohemia and Moravia, whereby families 
which, for religious and political reasons, were regarded as dis- 
loyal were expropriated and sent into exile. Elsewhere mea- 
sures taken were less drastic, but there was, nevertheless, a 
similar process of selection operating through the grant of 
offices, pensions much needed by noblemen whose income 
from peasant rents and agriculture had declined, and letters 
of protection against creditors.'* 

Did all this amount to a victory of ‘absolutism’ after 1648? 
To be sure, the scope of government activity was greatly in- 
creased after, or in fact even during the war. Although ‘the war 
had corroded the traditional legitimacy of Herrschaft [lordship 
and government] the confusion and desperation underscored 
the necessity of some kind of protection and thus provided the 
basis for the revival of Herrschaft after the war’.! With the tra- 
ditional economic and social order certainly thrown out of 
balance, if not destroyed, there was a clear need for an econ- 
omic policy and measures to re-establish some sort of social 
equilibrium. Contemporaries employed the catchword Polizey 
to describe this area of policy. Polizey in this sense was much 
more than, and in fact not even primarily, the maintenance of 
public order and security. Rather it signified all administrative 
measures designed to promote the public welfare of a princi- 
pality and the orderly behaviour, well-being and prosperity of 
its subjects.!® 
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The territorial states of the later seventeenth century were 
not only more ambitious in their policy than the states of the 
preceding century which had concentrated mostly on provid- 
ing ‘good justice’ and maintaining peace — though ecclesiasti- 
cal policy had, of course, loomed large as well - they also had 
more resources with which to implement these policies. Nearly 
everywhere the level of taxation had gone up enormously 
during the war and at least in the larger and more powerful 
principalities it was to continue to rise for a considerable time 
after 1648.17 The armies, often foreign, occupying entire prin- 
cipalities had achieved in Germany what Richelieu’s intendants 
with their fusiliers de taille had accomplished in France during 
the 1630s: they had broken a threshold of taxation. Once this 
barrier had been breached, Estates and taxpayers in general 
tended to accept a much higher level of tax extraction, even if 
this meant that landlords found it more difficult to raise their 
tenants’ rents because they already had to pay a large percent- 
age of their income in taxes to the prince.'® 


Thus the German states of the later seventeenth century were 
more intensively governed and their rulers had more money 
available for these purposes. Nevertheless, the tendency 
towards the sort of strengthening of princely authority which 
is traditionally called ‘absolutism’ should not be exaggerated. 
The Peace of Westphalia had reaffirmed the ideal of the rule 
of law as the foundation for the very existence of the Empire. 
Even those rulers who were either not at all, or only partially, 
subject to the jurisdiction of the Empire’s law courts (the 
Aulic Council and the Empire’s Chamber Court), such as the 
prince electors and of course the Emperor himself, could ill 
afford to ignore well established privileges and legal tradi- 
tions, given an all-pervading political culture in which this sort 
of limitation on monarchical power remained self-evident and 
supremely important. Moreover, even where the full assem- 
blies of the provincial Estates were no longer convened after 
1648, standing committees often continued to exert con- 
siderable influence, if not at the level of high politics then at 
least on regional and local affairs. If the members of these 
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committees now tended to see themselves more as princely 
officeholders than as the ruler’s born opponents,!” this can be 
taken as a proof of their terminal decline only by those who 
wrongly think that the natural, and indeed the only, function 
of the Estates, their representatives and their assemblies, was 
to oppose the monarch and his councillors and thwart his 
purposes.” 

A final point needs to be made: the driving force behind 
‘absolutism’ in France, the classic early modern ‘absolute’ 
monarchy, as in many other European countries, was the per- 
ceived need to improve the standing of one’s own state in 
competition with other powers, and in particular to increase 
its ability to win large-scale wars. It is undoubtedly true that a 
number of German rulers initially saw the order created in 
Munster and Osnabruck as giving them an opportunity to 
pursue their own foreign policy and achieve for their own 
principality the status of a European power. Within a few 
decades, if not earlier, however, most had to recognise that 
their resources were by no means sufficient to obtain such ob- 
jectives, and returned to less ambitious policies.” 

Others refused to abandon their hopes of matching the 
prestige of the great European dynasties, the Bourbons and 
the Habsburgs. The Welfen Dukes of Hanover did, indeed, 
manage to gain the English crown (1714) while the Wettins 
from Dresden became Kings of Poland for a while 
(c.1697-1763). But these foreign realms absorbed so much of 
their attention and energy that they tended to treat their own 
German principalities with benign neglect, glad enough to 
leave the traditional power of the Estates intact. Thus in most 
cases the driving force for far-reaching constitutional and po- 
litical changes was simply no longer there in the eighteenth 
century. Prussia remained an exception in this as in other re- 
spects, but even the Hohenzollern found it extremely difficult 
to establish their monarchy as a major European power. 

Thus the ‘absolutism’ of the German princes after 1648 
must be regarded with a high degree of scepticism. There was 
one area, however, where their authority was on balance 
further increased in spite of the limitations imposed on the 
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ius reformandı by the Peace of Westphalia: in ecclesiastical 
matters. The churches and their clergy, which even in 
Protestant areas had maintained a residual autonomy in the 
age of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, were now 
subjected more completely to state control.** On the other 
hand, we should not overemphasise the tendency towards sec- 
ularisation which this increased state control implied. 
Although 1648 is conventionally assumed to be the end of the 
‘Confessional Age’, this does not mean that society and 
culture were de-confessionalised. In the Habsburg dominions, 
for example, Counter-Reformation and Catholic reform cer- 
tainly did not end in 1648, but continued and completed what 
had been begun in the 1620s and earlier. Moreover, rulers 
continued to legitimate their authority in religious terms and 
the Habsburgs, in particular, took great pride in their publicly 
acclaimed Catholic piety.”° 

It is certainly true that the constitution of the Empire was 
secularised in 1648, a process which had implicitly already 
started in 1555, but whose full implications Protestants as well 
as Catholics had long refused to recognise. At the same time, 
reason of state, as opposed to religious allegiance, was much 
more openly acknowledged as the basis of high politics gov- 
erning European power politics as well as relations between 
the princes of the Empire.** Survivors from an earlier age, 
such as the Lutheran lawyer and political theorist Theodor 
Reinking, protested in vain against the ‘godless and 
Machiavellian’ principles which the catchword Staatsräson 
(reason of state) embodied; their ideal of a princely govern- 
ment inspired primarily by religious and confessional princi- 
ples, which had never been entirely realistic even before 1618, 
was now definitely passé” Nevertheless, even in the realm of 
high politics and diplomacy, religious considerations never en- 
tirely lost their influence, and important sections of the 
general public (though probably not the leading politicians 
themselves) continued to regard the major political and mili- 
tary conflicts of the next century (such as, for example, the 
Seven Years War of 1756-63) as in some way religious or con- 
fessional wars.”® 
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In religious matters, as in other areas, the Peace of Münster 
and Osnabrück defused the conflicts of the preceding century 
but also kept them alive, albeit in a more muted form. By 
confirming the existing status, rights and privileges of the con- 
fessional churches, the peace of 1648 to some extent perpetu- 
ated the religious divisions of the sixteenth century. Thus the 
confessional antagonisms of the Age of the Reformation, in- 
corporated into the legal order created in 1648 and thereby in 
a manner of speaking cast in stone, continued to haunt 
Germany, in a subtler and more subdued manner than before 
1618, until the end of the Empire in 1806. Here, as in other 
areas, the price which the Empire had to pay for a lasting 
peace, so enthusiastically welcomed nearly everywhere in 
Germany in 1648, after 30 years of warfare, was a certain 
inflexibility. The constitutional framework of the Empire, re- 
designed in Minster and Osnabruck to deal with the prob- 
lems of the preceding century, proved largely resistant to any 
attempts at reform thereafter. During the course of the eigh- 
teenth century it therefore gradually but inexorably became 
less and less able to deal with the problems of a different age. 
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